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This thesis is based on nine months of research on Un Chau Street (元州街）in 
Sham Shui Po (深水埗)，Hong Kong. Un Chau Street and its surrounding streets are 
famous for the street sex business. This research aims to look into sex work in its 
most naked form of street sex work through the experiences ofmy ten major 
informants all of whom work in the profession. Prostitution is one ofthe most 
stigmatized professions in our society. Street sex work, is perhaps the most 
stigmatized form of prostitution. Street sex workers are the "bad women" in 
mainstream discourse who do not deserve to live happily. In this thesis, I shall look at 
how "normal" society marginalizes these women, how my informants manage the 
.v 
stigmatized identity and how they negotiate their living splces, both ideologically 
and economically. Through these discussions，I seek to show how the world ofthese 
street sex workers on Un Chau Street transcends that milieu, to provide insights into 
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This paper is based on my nine-month research on Un Chau Street, Sham Shui '奪 
^i ；考 Po，Hong Kong. In this thesis I will focus upon ten major informants, who are the ‘):* 广%^ % 
local female street sex workers, who provide sexual services for male clients for. 、渔 
/¾ 
"Prostitution" is ”a noun that usually denotes a person, especially a woman, ., i 
•^ i ，^ 
offering heterosexual sex, in particular intercourse，for money," or a woman who ^ 
I 
"sells her honor by offering to hire her body for base gain or for an unworthy doing, "• 
I 
specificaUy sexual intercourse." (Pheterson 1996:37) It is among the most � 
.;..Ta.---»i 
);.:...’.•: 
Stigmatized professions in our society. As we can see, this term bears heavy negative '农< 
;3 
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moraljudgement. Therefore, I choose a relatively more objective term, "sex work," ‘； 
in this thesis, which allows relatively a more neutral interpretation. 
• .,.:. •.� 
Sex Work in Hong Kong since 1845 二 
Before I actually talk about my research, I would like to offer a briefhistory of 
sex work in Hong Kong, based on the information from the works ofLam and Tang 
(1986), Whitehead and Vittachi (1997) and So (1999)，in order to provide some 
background information. Actually, brothels and sex work existed long before the 
,»• 
colonial era in Hong Kong. During the British colonizatio^era, sex work has gone 
through legalized as well as non-legalized periods. 
In the legalized period, sex work mainly operated in brothels with licenses 
issued by the colonial government, which tried hard to control venereal diseases 
spreading among its soldiers. The "Prevention of Contagious Diseases Ordinance" in 
1857 (requiring brothels to work with licenses) and the Contagious Diseases Act in 
1869 (enabling the police check any woman on the street who was suspected of 
P 





both ofthese processes oflegislation were not very effective, butjust resulted in the 
degradation ofsex workers and put them even more under the control ofboth the 
state and the bosses ofbrothels. 
In 1935, following the trend ofVictorian abstinence in Britain, legalized sex 
work was put to an end and all brothels were closed down. Sex work went 
underground. In 1941, the Japanese occupied Hong Kong and reinstated the control 
and registry system of the British. But after the Japanese were gone, the legalized 
period of sex work ended again. Forms of sex work started to diversify then, after the 
brothels were closed down (So 1999:5). 
In the 1950s, street sex workers appeared in the streets in different districts. 
Some women rented a flat or a room in hotel to do business, while others worked in 
the pleasure boats in Yaumatei Typhoon Shelter. Massage services and dance halls 
also started to operate and served as sites of sex work (Lam and Tang 1986:8). 
In the 1960s, bathhouses providing massage services appeared. American 
soldiers were fighting the Vietnam war by then, and made a great pool of clients for 
the bars and escort services when they took a short break in Hong Kong. The girls 
working for American clients usually had a higher education level and knew quite 
fluent English (Lam and Tang 1986:9). �‘ 
In the 1970s, U.S. troops withdrew from Vietnam, and bar and escort business 
declined. An economically lower-level type ofbrothel known as "Kai Tau"(雞竇） 
developed, with "street-sitters" in the street, waiting for clients and taking them to the 
sex workers. There were also music halls, massage parlours and nightclubs (Lam and 
Tang 1986:9-10). 
In the 1980s, a popular form of sex work known as fish-ball stalls emerged, 
featuring secondary school girls. They chatted with clients and any sexual 
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intercourse had to happen outside the fish-ball stalls. Petting and touching the girls 
and girls masturbating the men were usually the activities engaged in these stalls. 
According to my informants who once engaged in the fish-ball stall, every girl had 
different ways of doing business with clients. These stalls faded out in the 1990s 
(Pearson and Yu 1995:253). Other forms have existed until now. These include 
nightclubs, massage parlours, street sex workers, ” One apartment, one phoenix," 
(一樓一鳳)1, villas, hotels, escorts, call girls, topless bars and so on. Nightclubs and 
top-less bars in Tsim Sha Tsui may include varieties ofhigher class sex work among 
all these (Lam and Tang 1986; Whitehead and Vittachi 1997) Any sexual intercourse 
happens outside of the bars and nightclubs. Most of the businesses are controlled by 
or connected with triads. Street sex workers and the one apartment, one phoenix 
workers are, however, more like the owners of their own business. However, these 
were considered to involve lower class sex work. 
In this part, I have briefly introduced the development of sex work from the 
start ofthe British colonial period to now. We can see that sex work have diversified 
and grown since the ending of its legal status. Now, there are nightclubs, karaoke 
lounges, massage parlours, escorts, call girls, private-hours girls, "one apartment, one 
> 
phoenix" establishments, street sex workers, and so on. Arftong all these, street sex 
work is generally ranked as the lowest type. 
StreetSex Workers on Un ChauStreetNow 
In this research, I look at street sex work in a Hong Kong neighborhood. I shall 
start from the street sex workers' personal experiences to see how they manage the 
stigmatized identity of a "sex worker." Through these personal experiences, I want to , 
see what kinds ofrules and norms this profession has broken to make these women 
so marginalized and stigmatized. I also wish to see how the marginalized 
3 
/stigmatized individual and the "normal" society interreact and interrelate with each 
other. One explanation, is that these women are among "the folk who are considered 
to be engaged in some kind of collective denial of the social order" (Goffman 
1963:171). This social order, in this case, relates to basic assumptions about "proper 
woman," "proper self," "proper work" and so on. In this thesis, following Goffman's 
idea and my ten major informants' experiences, I shall look at how my informants 
manage the stigmatized identity, how they are marginalized, how they negotiate their 
living spaces and what all these mean in our larger society, which defines 
"normality" under the names of major social ideologies. 
In my fieldwork, I have been able to reach ten major informants. They are not 
necessarily in any way representative of street sex workers in Hong Kong. However, 
I have come to understand much about the notion of Hong Kong society from talking 
to them, and by discovering in some depth how they feel about their work, how they 
manage theirjob identity when facing different people, how their personal life 
intersects with theirjob, and so on. These sex workers are of course members of 
society making sense from their perspective of the symbolic networks of society. 
Therefore, this information concerning their own personal feelings and thinking can 
tell us something of interest about out society. ‘ 
.i> 
I found in my fieldwork that even the most personal and idiosyncratic 
management ofa "spoiled" identity implies many public norms and values. These 
norms are continuously expressed and managed in daily encounters and relationships 
in social networks. These norms are also expressed in how these women present 
themselves to me, a researcher and a university student, who socially has a much 
higher status than these women have. These tell us important things about their 
perception ofthemselves and of society's judgement of them. 
4 
I also found that most ofthese women sought to present themselves as 
"normal;” or show that they were proceeding in their lives towards "normality," or at 
least, showing their aspiration for it. I think this is very meaningful, since "normal" 
seems to mean "virtuous" in their wording. In this sense, I found that these women 
lived in the "mainstream," well as on the "margin" of society. This phenomenon was 
given deep thought by Goffman: "stigma involves not so much a set of concrete 
individuals who can be separated into two piles, the stigmatized and the normal, as a 
pervasive two-role social process in which every individual participates in both roles, 
at least in some connections and in some phases of life. The normal and the 
stigmatized are not persons but rather perspectives" (1963: 163-164) 
In light of Goffinan, I want to talk about "normality," which I see as collective 
consensus. Collective consensus is underlain by major social ideologies: basic social 
beliefs underlying sets of norms and values. Following this thinking, I arrive at 
questions relating to patriarchy and capitalism in our society. 
In our society, there are always more female sex workers than male. When a 
woman works as a sex worker, people will always remember that "she's a whore." 
She is stigmatized forever for herjob identity, which is a crime of unchastity. Male 
• V 
clients, on the other hand, will only be stigmatized when they are caught doing 
business with sex workers. They are stigmatized temporarily for their isolated 
behaviour, and the weight of the stigma is not so heavy (Pheterson 1996:65-89). In 
Hong Kong, having the identity of sex worker is not a crime, but the women are 
often arrested for "soliciting for immoral purposes," while their male clients are not, 
even ifthey are the ones to ask the price and set off the encounter. Rather, they are 
1 
allowed to serve as "witnesses" of the crime. Why is such inequality accepted by 
society? Looking at these taken-for-granted unequal power distributions between the 
5 
sexes, what role does patriarchy play in legitimizing cultural constructions? 
In our capitalist society, almost everything bears a price. We all sell different 
parts ofourselves to eam money. If this particular stigma is attached to sex workers' 
particular form of exchange, it clearly indicates that the social meaning of a woman's 
sex is not something that can be exchanged for money. In other words, this exchange 
is an illegitimate form of a woman's sexuality. 
This thinking leads me to consider our norms of the heterosexual monogamous 
love relationship, in its ideal living arrangement of a nuclear family, which is aspired 
to as the best future by many of my informants, if it could ever happen. This is where 
sex happens as "normal" and "proper," as viewed by the largest part of society. Even 
if these women still are not married officially, they often distinguish the "fake" sex 
with clients and the "real" sex with 16uh-gung (老公，a term literally meaning 
husband, but meaning co-habitating male partner here). They strive hard to 
maintain their monogamous morality which most of them apply to themselves more 
strictly than to their 16uh-gmig. 
How does the particular stigma attach to this particular form of exchange in 
context of our society? How do those who are stigmatized manage the stigma? How 
do these women perceive "normal society's" expectations 9f a "proper 
worky'exchange" for a "proper woman"? How do these expectations and management 
of identities relate to the larger social background? 
In this thesis, I seek an understanding of the meanings of women selling sex to 
men in the largely patriarchal and capitalist society ofHong Kong. 
In the next chapter, I shall introduce my informants' working history, including, 
school performance, peer groups, family background, personality, love career, drugs, 
and so on. I will try to trace how they entered the sex business, and what bonds make 
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them stay. There are many, many stories about how these sex workers get into 
"prostitution." What we often can see in the mass media are stereotyped into two 
kinds ofstories: the Sad Stories and the Bad Stories. The former are poor women 
who need help, while the latter are bad women who should be punished. However, I 
found these women's stories too complicated to be easily fit into these two 
stereotypes. 
In the third chapter, I shall give a general portrait of the work on Un Chau 
Street. This include details of price setting, working time, routines of work, client 
relationships, and problems of work. 
After introducing their working histories and daily work，I will talk about three 
main themes I found in their working lives, which appear to be relationships with 
three kinds of men: clients, 16uh-gung (co-habitating male partner) and legal/illegal 
forces on the street: the police, the legal system and the triads. 
In chapter four, I will be talking about how the sex workers think about their 
clients, and the rules these women try to keep when working. I will also discuss the 
meanings ofbody management and emotional labour employed in the exchange. 
Lastly, in this chapter, I shall talk about how sex workers negotiate the meaning of 
,«• 
sex in their work. I will look into how they produce "pleastres" of different kinds for 
their clients and for themselves. 
In chapter five, I shall talk about their love relationships. With clients, I found 
that the women's ways of management of sexuality and body in business actually 
originates from the expected "normal sexual relationship" which is expected in their 
relationships with their 16uh-gmig. It is not surprising, then, to hear them comparing 
what they do with 16uh-g^mg and clients quite often. When talking about 16uh-gung, 
the other category of men they have sex with, they mostly talk about the themes of 
7 
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"love," "monogamous morality" and "felicity." I found their attitudes very much 
conformed to the mainstream standards. I will explore the meanings of some main 
themes concerning 16uh-gung when these women talked. 
Other than clients and 16uh-gung, their everyday lives are full of encounters 
with the legal and illegal forces, who try to have control over the streets: the triads 
and the police. This is what I am going to talk about in chapter six. The police and 
the whole legal system stand as the legal force and the triads stand for the illegal 
force, but these forces play extraordinarily similar roles on the streets. I shall talk 
about how they actually half-consciously co-manage the street as a "vice 
establishment." 
Talking about these three sets of relationship with different types of men, I can 
see that there are many exchanges going on in the field. I think patriarchy penetrates 
through these women's lives most forcefully through police, triads, and 16uh-gung. 
This is because the things the women try to negotiate and exchange are very vast: 
felicity, freedom and safety. Therefore, these are often obtained through much 
submission on the part of the women. With clients, though the women are always 
thought of as being the victim of clients, there is comparatively more space for 
negotiation. The women's own disapproval oftheirjob is ^eater because of the 
social stigma bom into it. 
In chapter seven, I shall talk about another important element in the lives of 
many ofthe women: drugs. There are users and non-users on the street, and I will 
look at how they treat this topic differently. In the way we can see an added 
dimension of their self-identification as sex workers and deviants in society. 
In chapter eight, I shall briefly introduce the social networks of my informants. 
I shall mainly be talking about the relationships other than cliental and love 
8 
relationships, introducing their parents, siblings, children, friends and colleagues. 
Although I am talking about my informants' work and the implications of social 
meanings of their work in this thesis, I think it is necessary that we treat them as 
whole human beings, with different interacting aspects oflife. Moreover, among 
friends and colleagues, many interesting exchanges and themes of reciprocity take 
place in their everyday life. I shall also explore in these exchanges the exchanges of 
meaning which form important parts of their daily lives. 
All of the above chapters explore these women's daily management of identity. 
From these life stories, I try to understand their expectation of a "good life" and why 
most ofthem do not consider they are having such a life. Usually, they did not think 
they should be having a "good life" since they were not "normal." "Normal" among 
my informants, if not always aspired to, is at least enscribed with positive value, 
which is based on the macro symbolic environment ofHong Kong, which 
stigmatizes yet reaffirms the women's existence. 
In chapter nine, the concluding chapter, I shall look at why and how these 
women's identity management is related to the "normal" way of life ofHong Kong 
people. I shall first explore how "normal" society marginalizes them from a "happy 
.v 
life." Then, I shall discuss why these women themselves a^ well as normal society 
do not think they deserve to have "happy life." Following this, I shall look into how 
that standardized image of "happiness" of a woman, which my informants fail to 
attain, is formed in the larger society, a capitalist city embedded in a patriarchal 
culture. At last, I shall try to look at the possibility of understanding sex work in 
terms of the commodification of domestic work of women, in order to raise further 
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Ethnographies of Sex Work 
When sex work is concerned, there are both heterosexual and homosexual sex 
work carried by both men and women. In this part, I shall only discuss the literature 
concerning heterosexual sex work carried by women. 
There are a number of scholarly writings on the lives ofsex workers in local 
and foreign contexts (e.g. Hoig^d and Finstad 1992; Tan & Lam 1986; Jarvinen 
1993; Pearson and Yu 1995; Chapkis 1997; G i ,紀 1998，Hart 1998，etc..). These 
works are done in different ways, in different places and ended up with different 
theoretical frameworks, as I will now discuss. 
Overseas Literature 
\ 
! The work of Hoigard and Finstad (1992) is on sex workers' life in Oslo, 
i 
j Norway. The theme of their book is "prostitution, money and love." In their writings, 
I j 
j they talks about the women's view of what they were doing. They emphasizes on the 
i 
self-estranging process and the exploitative relationship among the female sex 
i i 
j workers, their clients and their clients and their boyfriend-pimps. Their discussion of 
I the self-estrangement they considered to be extraordinary in sex work is directly 
relevant to my field experience, so I shall focus only on thlir discussion ofthis topic. 
They discuss a whole set of "women's defense system," to ensure that "It's not 
I me he's fucking." (1992: 63) These include bodily techniques like blanking out, 
I 
I retaining physical boundaries, keeping the time short, hiding oneself, dry hustles (e.g. 
I 
stealing) and "avoiding customers you could start caring about" (1992:74-75). 
Hoigm:d and Finstad found that sex work was especially alienated from its workers: 
:| 
"While elsewhere in society it's seen as wrong or irresponsible to sleep 
with someone without having strong feelings for him, in prostitution it is 
wrong or irresponsible to have any positive feelings at ail during sex. From 
the women's standpoint the sex trade is a grotesque masquerade where 
10 
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nothing is what it seems to be." (Hoig^:d and Finstad 1992:75) 
Because of this plus the exploitative relationship between the pimps and the 
sex workers，Hoig^d and Finstad insist that prostitution should be abolished for the 
damage it does to its workers. 
Jarvinen's work (1993) is also about sex workers in Oslo, Norway; within a 
series on "Scandinavian Studies in Criminology." In her book she criticizes anti-
vagrancy measures as establishing "the boundaries between acceptable and 
unacceptable female sexual behaviour" which "control women in general" (1993:14). 
She did a number of in-depth interviews with sex workers on the streets, in 
restaurants and in youth hangouts. She argues that: 
”...prostitution is not a social deviation in the traditional sense but rather a 
social construction. Commercialized sex is a direct reflection of the gender 
structure in our society. The transactions between the prostitutes and their 
customers do not qualitatively deviate from <normal> and accepted 
heterosexual relations." (Jarvinen 1993:14) 
Chapkis' (1997) offers a comparative study of sex work in the United States (in 
the Northern California communities of Santa Cruz and San Francisco) and also in 
the Netherlands (Amsterdam). The research was done through in-depth interviews, 
•»• 
and also some "minimal participation" with a "primary emphasis on 'observation'" 
(1997:6). She "joined twenty women who each paid about $75 dollars for sexual 
instruction from two American (female) pros... “ (1997:215) and she reported this 
minimal participant observation in the "Afterwords" ofher book. 
In her book, she initially tries to re-read the contemporary feminist debates 
about sex work, and tried to redefine the concept of "sex" as "a terrain of struggle, 
not a fixed field of gender and power positions" (1997:26). Then she discuss 
boundaries sex workers set for themselves while working. She argues against the 
11 
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idea of alienation ofHoigard and Finstad. She said that these boundaries setting 
couldjust be a tactic of the "multiply-positioned self." Chapkis makes use of 
Hochschild's work, The Managed Heart (1983), to argue that for manyjobs, our so 
called "natural" feeling and emotion can be trained and controlled. However, in other 
professions, people managing their feelings are not so likely to be thought of as 
selling their profound self, since the body and sex of a woman is always equalized to 
her "natural feeling" and hence her "self’ in a patriarchal society. 
Gi (糸己 ) i s a postgraduate student in Taiwan who did a research involving much 
participant observation (1998). She once worked as a waitress in the karaoke clubs 
and had in-depth interviews with many sex workers in Taiwan. She focuses on the 
stigma of sex workers. She points out that every person may bear a certain stigma 
and the difference between a "normal" person and a "prostitute" in some sense, is just 
a "discovered" stigma (1998:198-199). She also describes in detail how these women 
deal with the stigma in order to improve their conditions of living. 
Hart's work (1998) is done in a sex work barrio (community) in Spain. Her 
fieldwork is thorough, explaining many aspects of lives of sex workers, for instance, 
their love life, drug habits, relationships with clients, price setting and other matters. 
ii 
She also offers an account of the clients, resisting the one-sided image that clients 
were unworthy men. She focuses on many personal encounters between clients and 
sex workers, including flirting and argument, showing that their lives are more 
complex than the general discourse about them allows for. She also points out that 
the "rhetoric of friendship" meant a lot in making a living in the barrio (1998:106). 
She is not concerned with the "multiply-positioned self," rather, she thinks that 
"certain constructions of selves are mobilized in certain situations." She is concerned 
about how and in what situation an agent could construct the self not according to the 
12 
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hegemonic discourse about hery^im (1998: 13，155). 
Local Literature 
There are few ethnographic works done on the life ofsex workers in Hong 
Kong, especially about street sex workers. There is even much less done from the sex 
workers' point of view. However, these works did help me to gain a general picture 
of what is going on. 
The earlier studies tend to be social work project reports or psychological 
research. Tan and Lam did a largely quantitative project in 1986, on teenage 
prostitution. This work gives a valuable detailed history ofsex work in Hong Kong 
up to the 1980s, and that provides a clear guidelines of the types ofsex businesses in 
Hong Kong. The research includes many statistics about the girls' family background, 
school performance, peer group, sexual experience beforejoining the business，"bad 
habits" (e.g. smoking, taking drugs, etc..), venereal diseases, abortion, experiences of 
being sexually abused, and so on. Its data is rich. However, looking at how the 
questions in the questionnaire are set, and also the methodology, I find its data 
somewhat problematic. 
First, the informants were mainly referred to the researchers by social workers 
> 
and "floor managers" in the club, and the sample may thus1pe distorted. Every way of 
sampling has its defects. However, I feel from the writing that the researchers did not 
adequately consider the possible limitations of this sample. 
Second, when talking about how the girls started, the researchers put down 
choices in the questionnaire which respondents had to choose from. The questions 
also clearly show the underlying ideological presumptions of the researchers. Ah Yuk, 
one ofmy informants, once told me that she hated the researchers who were always 
asking questions, putting ticks on some paper, but never looking at her. She said she 
13 
•. 
sometimes lied to these people. It was not difficult to understand why, especially 
when the questions are quite offensive, I would say, for a person whom you first 
meet (and will probably never meet again) to ask. I f I was the informant, I would 
certainly not want to answer questions that presumed discrimination, for instance: 
"Were you sexually abused beforejoining the business?," "How did they abuse 
you?," "Do you take drugs?," "Do you smoke?," "Do you have close boyfriends 
beforejoining the business?" The presumptions of these questions were that these 
girls must have done something wrong, which is the only reason why they were 
doing what they were doing. 
Underlying this, the problem with this research is that it ignores who these 
women are within society and its power imbalances. In their conclusions, the writers 
attributed prostitution only to personal problems, like school failures, loose family 
connection, the seduction of "bad guys," the girls' ignorance, etc.. The researchers 
did not tum to social power distribution (between men and women, between teachers 
and students, between graduates and dropouts, between the middle-class researcher 
and the economically lower class sex workers) underlying the phenomenon of 
teenage prostitution (1986:59-64). Analysis lacking understanding of power 
distribution is not only insufficient, but may also become ^ ^ of the suppressive 
discourses that oppress the groups with least political, cultural and economic power. 
The conclusion ofTan and Lam is that these girls, although many were bad in 
some aspects, were poor girls who suffered from psychological disorders. This 
creates a victimized image of these "young and ignorant" girls who either need help, 
need to leam about discipline, or deserve punishment, or all these. The 
"Recommendations" in the last part ofthe research put the responsibilities and rights 






suggest that schools should "design curriculum and programmes in such a way that 
students of various needs and interests would be catered for" (1986:66), they still do 
not point to the large social context of patriarchy and capitalism. 
Recently, I have read some undergraduate student writings after fieldwork in 
the same field as mine. Wong (黃 1999) did research on people's view on sex 
workers. She gave a great deal of thought to what questions she had asked. I think 
her ideas are worth mentioning, both in terms of methodology and in understanding 
our own process of conceptualization of the informants. "When I was designing the 
questionnaire, I kept on asking myself a question. Why do I have to set the answers 
ofthe questions in certain ways?;" "I can see different definitions of 'normal' in 50 
questionnaires. Their concepts of 'normal' are different from mine. How am I going 
to understand their feelings as sex workers if our definitions are so different?" (Wong, 
黃 1999:119-12¾ 
As for ethnographic work, Pearson and Yu (1995) did research in the same 
district I chose, Sham Shui Po. Pearson and Yu took the definition of "sex worker," 
following the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific: "a 
transaction by which a woman engages in sexual interaction with a transient partner 
> 
for monetary gain. Cash is the primary motivation and focil point in the interaction" 
(cited from 1983:26). This research is more in-depth in its ethnography. One of their 
important ideas is that, victimizing the women in the sex business would define them 
as helpless sufferers, which "fails to take account of their individuality, achievements, 
motivations and their sense of sisterhood. Indeed, such a view would obscure what is 
most interesting, for instance how they negotiate their dual identities of commercial 
sex workers and family women." (1995:269) 
Pearson and Yu are also aware ofthe underlying gender and class inequalities 
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in our society. They ask "why some women and not others?." They thought that this 
depended on "what forces have been most influential on an individual and what the 
available alternatives and choices are. Such forces and choices are not uniform 
within a particular soci-economic category and sometimes not even within the same 
household" (1995:270-271). They also found varieties of images of clients, rather 
thanjust packing all these men into the "lecherous men" category. 
The above research revealed different findings in different cultural context and 
ends up with different theoretical frameworks. One thing in common is that they all 
open up the space of discussion of the more basic questions underlying the 
phenomenon ofheterosexual sexual service for men. What is "sex"? What is the 
difference between the sexualities of male and that of female? What is "sex work"? 
In what context is sex work an "indecent" work bearing such heavy stigma? If sex 
work violates the "normal and decent" expectations of women and men, what are | 
. i 
. , , ; -- f 
those "normal and decent" expectations? | 
‘.、 .g 
On Meaning of Sex Work \ 
The cultural meaning of sexuality is discussed widely among anthropologists. ' 
_v 
V ： 
Ortner (1981) discusses how "what is sexual" and "what is'appropriate" are culturally 
constructed questions of which the answers vary across cultures, rather than 
something innate to human beings. According to this understanding, the perception 
of sex in sex work and other sexual relationships are constantly being constituted 
within the social, political and economical matrix of any given society. 
The mainstream discourse about "normal sexuality" in Hong Kong today is that 




activities is within marriage, and second to that, a heterosexual monogamous love c J 
relationship. If one is something other than heterosexual and other than monogamous, ^ m 
one will be discriminated against. Both sexes will say they support monogamous ' ^ m 
institutions, but women seem to be more vulnerable to monogamous morality than -'^9 
men are. ^ ^ 
Ideas based on this usually construct, as a counter part of the model of a "good 疆 
漏 
woman," two stereotypes of sex workers: the poor women who cannot help 《邏 
themselves, and the bad women who do not help themselves. These ideas are well 霸 
M 
represented in the mass media. The sex workers in media are either "bad women who - j l 
seduce men," "a threat to social stability" (because they seduce men to do wrongs out .,^9 
ofhis marriage), "ignorant girls with heavy vanity" (who are not willing to work for ^ ^ | J 
their ways up in society); or they are the "poor victims" (who can only be exploited "^m 
by clients and bosses, and being "used" by many men, L o ,盧 1996:85-90). , • 
The implication of these narrations is that sex work is something evil that ' ^ S 
should be abolished. As for the women involved in this business, they either need ^ g 
n 
help or deserve punishment. Either way, they are considered as defective or diseased ' ^ •^i ^:ti.m 
people, who have to be trained to become "normal." 
- . :4 
On the other hand, feminists' discourses powerfully-point out that these kind of j 
��S 
mainstream discourses hold double standards towards male and female. Women's � 
chastity is emphasized while male sexual drive is emphasized (Cheung,張 • 
vVi' 
-¾ 
1998:114). In other words, what dishonors a woman honors a man (Pheterson ；) 
.-•i 
1996:77). This cultural construct gives more choices to males, while reaffirming ' 
^ 
females' role of caretaker. In other words, women should not have pleasure in sex, 
not as men can. This often results in women suppressing their pleasure to take care of i 
men while having sex. 1 I17 4
However, feminists may have different viewpoints about sexuality, which they 
express concerning the meaning ofheterosexual sex work of female. In the following, 
I shall borrow Chapkis' (1997) distinction of sexual attitudes of feminists. I think her 
categorization can help us to get a clear picture of different viewpoints of current 
feminist ideas. 
Chapkis thinks that, among radical feminism, which is against sex work, there 
is "pro-'positive' sex feminism" (those who think that sex is contaminated by 
patriarchy) and "anti-sex feminism" (who considers sex itself to be the very construct 
of patriarchy). 
The "pro-'positive'" ones, according to her, are "engaged in the recuperative 
project of attempting to uncover an eros free of the distortions of patriarchy" 
(1997:13). These feminists are determined to reject a "male sexual style" in favor of 
a female-centred sexuality. 
Feminists in this division can be further divided into romanticists and 
libertarians. The former "firmly tie sex to affection, intimacy and love" where there 
is mutual pleasures while the latter "believe sex to be benign whether as an 
expression of love or of pleasure" (Seidman in Chapkis 1997:13). 
.fc-
To these feminists, "prostitution" is the best example'fDfhow women are 
exploited by male sexuality. They emphasize that male sexual desire under patriarchy 
always tums women into sexual objects, and that it is exploitation without mutual 
pleasure in sex, whether love is involved or not. 
As for the anti-sex feminists, they simply think that sex itself is a symbolic 
violence against women. As one proponent of this view stresses, "...sexuality itselfis 
a social construct, gendered to the ground. Male dominance here is not an artificial 
overlay upon an underlying inalterable substratum of uncorrupted essential sexual 
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being." (MacKinnon, 1987:149) Sex is here understood not to be contaminated by 
but rather constituted by male domination. 
Some feminists also make use of the idea of alienation. MacKinnon thinks that 
"Marxism teaches that exploitation and degradation somehow produce resistance and 
revolution.... Women's experience with sexuality is that exploitation and degradation 
produce grateful complicity in exchange for survival. They produce self-loathing to 
the point of extinction of self""” (1987:61). Pateman argues that "prostitution" is 
definitely different from other kinds of labour, since selling sex means selling the 
most intimate part of the self. "Masculinity and femininity are sexual identities; the 
self is not completely subsumed in its sexuality, but the identity is inseparable from 
the sexual construction of the self. In modem patriarchy, sale of women's bodies in 
the capitalist market involves sale of a self in a different manner, and in a more 
profound sense....” (Pateman 1988:207). On the other hand, the buyers of sex, the 
men, also alienate themselves from the activity since it is impersonal and the partner 
can be anyone, and interchangeable. Moreover, engaging in the monetary transaction 
usually means that the buyer has power over the seller，especially in this case, since 
there is already an underlying inequality between the sexes. The conclusion of 
HoigM and Finstad (1992) as earlier discussed, is largely in agreement with this 
idea of alienation in their anti-prostitution feminist standpoint. 
These points of views are only partially true I think in that they overemphasize 
structural male dominance. Women's own role in the final creation ofmeaning is 
ignored in this way of thinking. They also re-affirm the "reality" ofmale dominance 
as an invariable "fact" in academic discourse, which helps to reproduce the larger 
social discourse, perpetuating male dominance. 
Moreover, it is not clear, despise the words ofPateman or ofMacKinnon, or of 
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Hoigm-d and Finstad, that the body engaged in sex work is especially alienated, 
compared with otherjobs engaging other parts of the body in physical labour or 
service. It seems that they identify the sexualized body as the "self' (Pateman: 
"identity is inseparable from the sexual construction of the self,"(1988:207). 
According to Pateman, "he (the client) is not interested in sexually indifferent, 
disembodied services; he contracts to buy sexual use of a woman for a given period" 
(1988:207). Therefore, she argues that sex work is the profound sell of "self." 
Moreover, I find Pateman's argument of sex work as particularly alienated 
hardly persuasive. First, according to Pateman's logic: when the body parts 
capitalized to eam money are "sexualized," then it is the profound sale of the "self." 
In other words, "sexuality" is the "profound self." Sexual meanings, however, have 
long been explained by anthropologists as cultural and constructed, rather than 
inbom (e.g. Ortner and Whitehead, 1981); thus the logic of "sexuality is the profound 
self' is also a cultural construct itself. 
Second, I can hardly think of any service industry which allow its workers to 
provide "indifferent, disembodied services." Sometimes service workers have to 
display their "sexualities" in theirjobs too. Hochschild accounted for how women are 
more perceived as emotional managers and how the female flight attendants try to 
: ¾ 
>. 
"improve her position by making use of two traditionally 'feminine’ qualities — those 
of the supportive mother and those of the sexually desirable mate." (1983:164-184) 
Hochschild's discussion of managed feelings of flight attendants also fully 
displays how the "emotional style of offering the service is part of the service itself... 
Seeming to 'love the job’ becomes part ofthe job; and actually trying to love it, and 
I 
to enjoy the customers, helps the worker in this effort" (1983:5). She pointed out that 
service industries nowadays usually require their workers to transmute their private 
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acts and feelings to public one. This is what she calls "emotional labour." The 
feelings or emotions usually considered the most "natural" part of the "self," is an 
"object" according to Hochschild: "Feeling - whether at the time, or as it is recalled, 
or as it is later evoked in acting - is an object. It may be a valuable object in a 
worthy pursuit, but it is an object nonetheless" (1983:41). In the light ofHochschild's 
insight into modem capitalistic service industry, feeling (which is considered 
embodying the real self) can also be a good in service industries other than sex 
industries. However, it is a "common sense" that sex work is “ very different" from 
other kind of services because of the sex act involved and the selling of the women 
"themselves." Every kind of work in the service industries are different from each 
other in different senses, but our "common sense" particularly emphasized sex act as 
"different" from all other kinds of services, in the sense that sex act，and hence, "the 
more profound self," is sold. This "common sense" is actually very similar to 
Pateman's logic of "sexuality is to the profound self' which is problematic as I have 
discussed. 
The other group of feminism is the "sex radical feminism." Feminists in this 
group argue that "sexual politics encompasses positions beyond those of purification 
•«• 
and resistance" (Chapkis 1997:21). Here the notion of "co&ent" is emphasized rather 
than the notion of "responsibility" in the romanticists' sense when sex is concerned. 
Chapkis carefully draws a boundary between the extreme individualism of 
libertarians and "those who explicitly situate sex within structures of power and 
privilege." (1997:21). The former think that everything is fine as long as there is 
"consent" between partners in the sex act. However, they have a danger of ignoring 
the underlying social relationship. As Cheung (張）points out, sex work and sex are 
not something with fixed meanings, but are related to other social relationships, 
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among genders, classes and different social groups. These social relationships 
directly constitute the content and format of sex work and lives of sex workers (1998: 
15). 
As the meanings of sex are not fixed, Chapkis goes further to point out that it 
can be "a terrain of struggle, not a fixed field of gender and power positions" 
(1997:26). She points out that sex can be ”a cultural tactic which can be used both to 
destabilize male power as well as to reinforce it" (1997:29). I think this 
understanding of "sex" is able to put sex work into a more dynamic status and more 
possibilities. 
On Stigma and the "Normals" 
A "prostitute" is definitely one of the most stigmatizedjob identities in our 
society. Stigma is defined as spoiled social identity. Goffman (1963) makes some 
meaningful efforts to describe the "structural preconditions of stigma" (1963:11). He 
talks of stigma as a kind of obviously negative stereotype. Stigmatization is a social 
process in which a "stranger" (who actually is a person who is different from most 
people in society, in sense of perspectives, behaviours, ways of living, etc) is 
assigned socially agreed negative attributes. Moreover, s/he is "reduced in our minds 
.»• 
from a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted on^ Such an attribute is a 
stigma, especially when its discrediting effect is very extensive; sometimes it is also 
called a failing, a shortcoming, a handicap" (1963:12). 
He analyzed the relationship between the stigmatized and the "normals": "The 
stigmatized and the normal are part of each other; ifone can prove vulnerable, it 
must be expected that the other can too" (1963:161). The "normals" and the 
"stigmatized" are not two distinct groups. Rather, a person could be both at the same 
time, since when talking about different attributes of a person, everyone had a chance 
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to be defined as "abnormal." "The normal and the stigmatized are not persons but 
perspectives." (1963:163-164) Goffman talked about stigmatization as a means of 
formal social control, which removed "these minorities from various avenues of 
competition" (1963:165). Therefore, life is harder for those who are stigmatized. 
The stigmatization described by GofFman is very obvious in the case of sex 
workers who are labeled as "bad women." Lo (盧）discussed this "bad women" 
stigma as a patriarchal technique of controlling all the women: "On the one hand, sex 
workers are distinguished from the category of ‘good women，，and marginalized; on 
the other hand, most women are requested to meet, and also internalize, the 
requirement of a ‘good women’"."（1996:87). Lo's (盧）argument touches on 
patriarchy, which is what Goffman spoke of as a "structural preconditions of stigma." 
Pheterson made a clear account of the "whore stigma" which was about 
women's "unchastity" (1996:65-89). Nevertheless, she gives a broader view of this 
stigma, including the stigmatization of their clients: "If a prostitute is a woman who 
‘sells her honor for base gain or puts her abilities to infamous, unworthy use,' then ‘ 
by definition she has no honor and does no good. It is important to recognize that the 
woman's shame is based upon what she offers (her sexual services) whereas the 
•» 
unworthy cause to which she puts herself is presumably m2n，s sexual desire as 
customer or man's financial interest as pimp" (1996:41). 
On "Sexuality": with the "Normals"Pfesent 
In other words, stigma is a "common sense" about what is right and wrong, and 
what the "wrong" people deserve. In this case, that "sex workers are bad women" is 
the "common sense" of our "normal society." The common knowledge of 
"badM>normal" must have its counterpart the common knowledge of "good/normal." 
From what Pheterson has told us, we can see that the structural precondition of 
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stigma does not only come from the requirement of "chastity" upon women, but from 
a whole set of cultural meanings of "sexuality." Here, we shall retum to the topic of 
"sexuality" on the basis of "what is normal." 
Modem sexuality is much constrained within "family" and "monogamous 
love," which bear a normalized standard code of thinking and behaviour ofboth 
sexes. Sex work, as outside the "family," shows the reverse of the logic of normal 
standards. Later, I will discuss these normal standards, but before explaining that 
matter, let me briefly discuss one more concept, that of power, particularly 
Foucault's account of modem power, since if we do not understand the mechanism 
of modem power, we cannot understand the relationship and interaction between the 
"normal" and the "stigmatized," which is the case between normal society and my 
informants. 
In Foucault's view, modem power works "positively" and "productively." One 
ofits major characteristics is the disciplinary power working through "hierarchical 
observation, normalizing judgment, and their combination in a procedure that is 
specific to it~the examination" (1984:206). Discipline is a type of power, it is "a 
modality for its exercise, comprising a whole set of instruments, techniques, 
,* 
procedures, levels of application, targets; it is a 'physics' or-an 'anatomy’ of power, a 
technology" (Foucault, 1984:206). 
Interrelating with discipline is the production ofknowledge. Discipline creates 
knowledge that "separates, analyzes, differentiates, carries its procedures of 
decomposition to the point of necessary and sufficient single units." In Foucault's 
viewpoint, knowledge and power presuppose and constitute each other. Knowledge, 
according to him, is a type of disciplinary power since it decides what is "normal" 




"normal" category. People then tend to self-discipline in order to be qualified, just 
like prisoners in the panopticon. 
A panopticon is a prison constructed in a circle shape, with cells along the 
circumference and a watch tower in the center. This design, according to Foucault, 
makes the prisoners think that they are being watched even when there is no 
policeman in the tower. This design shapes them to think from the point ofview of 
those who are watching them, providing them with the "common sense" ofbeing a 
prisoner. All of these together bring the effect of the prisoners' self-discipline, even 
without being watched (see Foucault 1984:206-213). 
We see this in the experiences of some sex workers feeling bad about 
themselves and choosing places to work far from home, if they live with family. We 
can also see this in their body management technique (setting boundaries against 
clients, meaning that the clients do not "really" get these women) to claim control 
over themselves. In other words, as heavily stigmatized women，they articulate the 
general morality for a "good" woman, in managing their bodies. The model of a 
"good woman" is working in most of these sex workers' hearts like a panopticon. 
These women act according to their knowledge of "how to be a good woman," 
discipline themselves, and try to protect themselves from being "really" a bad woman. 
.% 
In other words, these women have, to an extent, internalized the definition ofnormal, 
and hence have excluded themselves to a certain extent, from the category of 
"normal" and the accompanying "happiness" of that category. 
Cultural knowledge about the position of sex workers in our society is 
constructed through similar processes to those that Foucault talked about. Sex 
i 
workers have other identities like mothers, girlfriends, sisters, wives and friends. 




make a clear distinction between work and emotion. As Foucault says, power also 
intertwines with pleasures at many points on the basis of metamorphic relationships. 
Self-discipline is not necessarily painful, sometimes it generates pleasure, as the 
socialized meanings of self-discipline are positive and the individual can gain self-
esteem and confidence through it. When pleasure ofboth sides is involved, both 
sides of the power relation give consent to the relation; since the subordinated side 
will actively participate in the activity which (re)produces her;liis subordination, s/he 
leams to take it for granted and to like it (for instance, most of my informants' self 
restrictions of any sexual pleasure with clients). Power here is not repressive in its 
face value, but constructive, to suggest sets of values that are "normal" and "correct" 
I can see that with my street sex worker informants, some actually were very proud 
of themselves if they were successful in maintaining a good woman's image for 
themselves. For instance, an informant even proudly said that "I am a very 
conservative woman" when we talked about her relationship with her co-habitating 
male partner. 
Then, what is the normal and correct way of sexuality which prostitution 
violates? It seems to be the morality of the monogamous heterosexual marriage in the 
nuclear family, or, at least, be a monogamous love relationship. 
Living in Hong Kong, we tend to take the monogamous marriage and the 
nuclear family for granted. Anthropologists, however, have long argued that the 
nuclear family is only one kind of formation of "family." Moreover, it is a cultural 
construction, rather than a natural phenomenon. "Family structures, and the existence 
of family itself, are social，not biological, institutions." (Bonvillain 1995:6) 
Patriarchy in the modem capitalist society ofHong Kong constructs a 
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Family can hence be viewed as a product of the marriage of productive sides of 
-i 
patriarchy and capitalism. So far, the nuclear family seems the best unit for building 
i 
._i -A 
up an effective, centralized capitalist society. Zaretsky accounts for the family in 
•:i 
. 1 
capitalist society: "with the rise of industry, capitalism 'split' material production I 
H 
between its socialized forms (the sphere of commodity production) and the private ! 
•=? 
-| 
labour performed predominantly by women within the home. In this form male | 
I •| 
supremacy, which long antedated capitalism, became an institutional part ofthe ! 
I 
capitalist system of production" (1976:29). | .4 
4 
Capitalism encourages relationships based on the function of domestic | 
…,i 
- - v ^ 
reproduction and the regulation of sexual energy, in order to channel labour energy to | 
I 
the labour market. Most of the non-commodified (that is，unpaid) labour, within the J 
1 
patterns of sex roles of patriarchy are assigned to women. . 
:, 
Fraser described this particular form of family, the "non-commodified domestic i 
%^ 
..: 
sphere," as one in which "much of the work of social reproduction is performed j 
without pay by women. In those arenas, which are themselves permeated by power ’ : 
and inequality, the wage (from the wage-labour economic institution) functions as a 
•1 
I 
resource and source of leverage. For some women, it buys a reduction in j 
> 'V 
vulnerability through marriage" (1993:177). \ \ 
All ofthese elements of a standardized family are related to my research in two 
main aspects, first, the embodied standardized gender roles and second, the image of 
the nuclear family as the only space where a person's proper life felicity should lie 
within. 
The standardized emphasis on the female as passive and subordinated and the 
male as active and dominant, is the basic mechanism to set up the dichotomy of 
"good women" and "bad women." This dichotomy is exactly what Lo (盧 1996) 
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described as management technique of disciplining the "good" (wives and girlfriends) 
and "punishing" the "bad" (sex workers). As far as sex is concerned, according to the 
stand^dized female role, a "good woman" should be passive in sexual affairs. A 
"good woman" should not express her sexual desire which is actually considered as 
non-existent for a "good woman." The standard also constructs the "bad" women as 
those who express their desires as the seducers of men, and who are morally 
responsible for the latters' wrong deeds. As Wolf says, these images "institutionalize 
heterosexual alienation by intervening in our fantasy lives" (1991:141) 
This heterosexual monogamous nuclear family institution, on the other hand, 
has its status in society as the space where a person's proper life felicity should lie. 
Most of my informants dream ofhaving such a family and are trying to conform to 
the moralities of this institution. However, it is from this institution that sex work's 
stigma comes, since a woman's sex is only legitimate within a monogamous love 
relationship. Most of these women cannot actually leave the profession for various 
reasons. Therefore, the harder they try to conform, the more they think they are not 
supposed to lead a happy life while they are still sex workers and drug users. 
Moreover, conforming to these moralities and gender roles implies their consent to 
,v 
be subordinated under their 16uh-gung's power to various extents. 
Fraser argues, in light ofPateman's "sexual contract" (1988), that it is the 
"normal" marriage contract, not the stigmatized "prostitution" contract, that draws 
people into "long-term, hierarchical status relations whose terms are predetermined 
and unalterable, and whose roles are assigned according to sex" (1993:175). Sex 
provided for men within marriage can be just another form ofunpaid domestic labour, 




Pheterson argues that the general imagination of the "family" made false 
universal assumptions that "prostitutes are more neurotic, more financially needy 
(due to poverty or greed) and more coerced into life choices than other women." To 
her, wives and whores are only two prototypes, which are "the respective legitimized 
and illegitimatized prototypes of a common female condition"(1996:55). Her 
argument pointed out the suppressive elements in nuclear family in patriarchal 
society. 
In the light of the scholarly literature, I have problematized the "normals" and 
the "stigma" and also the boundary between them. In the light of these women, I 
shall explore the case of street sex work on Un Chau Street, with its stigmatized 
workers, in terms of its relationship with major social ideologies ofHong Kong as a 
contemporary capitalist society embedded largely in patriarchal logic. I shall also 
look beyond the structural preconditions of patriarchy and capitalism and look at the 





The methodology used in the research has been mainly ethnographic 
interviews. I had ten major informants who are sex workers on Un Chau Street, while 
also speaking with many other sex workers. For these ten major informants, I was 
asked to pay each of them roughly an average of $250 Hong Kong dollars for the 
first time I talked to each of them. After the first time, most of them were willing to 
talk to me without being paid and mostly, longer and more in-depth conversions were 
developed with this kind of informants. I had also planned to interview people in the 
related community, for instance, these women's male partners, their children, clients， 
hotel keepers, the police and so on. However, I found that within the period of 
fleldwork, it was difficult to get others to be interviewed. The most I could do was to 
chat with some of police and clients，and observe others on the street. Other than 
formal and informal interviews, I have also performed participant observation, 
although I myself did not engage in sex work. During the period of fleldwork, I have 
been on the street for roughly 6 hours per week. I simply kept hanging around, 
accompanying these women when they waited for clients, accompanying them to 
police stations and courts, being checked by the police on streets with them, writing 
> 
to them when they were injail, visiting them injail or hospital and so on. I have also 
come to know some of their families or friends they live with. 
In order to understand their feelings towards their work, I asked them 
questions like: "How do you perceive thisjob?"，"What's your career been like?," 
"How do you compare this to otherjobs?," "How do you feel about sex?," "What is 
the difference between having sex with clients and with your 16uh-gmig (老公’ 
cohabitating male partners)?," "How much do you pretend enjoyment to please 
clients?," "What is the different relationships with different clients?；" "What are your 
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relationships with your 16uh-gung?", "Who do you live with?," "Who are your 
friendly to on the street?", "What is your relationship with police?", "What do you 
think about drugs?", and so on. 
Through asking these questions, I tried to get a more thorough understanding 
of their lives and the meaning of sex work in their daily lives. Moreover, I hoped to 
understand how they manage the "whore stigma" and the relationship between this 
management and the larger society. 
Ethical issues are very important in this research, because I am investigating a 
group of people with a heavy social stigma. With each informant, I initially informed 
them that I am a student of CUHK doing research. Secondly, I asked them to tell me 
what kind of information could not be written down, in case they would be harmed 
or felt uneasy. I also tried to help, within my ability, when they needed it, like 
accompanying them to courts and police stations and hospitals to give emotional 
support, and also, connecting them with social service groups, which might help 
them out in various ways. However, out of such helping, problems arose, as I shall 





F i e l d s i t e Sjpeciyiccition 
My fieldsite was in the Sham Shui Po district in Kowloon. The main fieldsite 
ofstudy is at the section ofUn Chau Street (元州街）between Yen Chau Street and 
Nam Cheong Street where "t6h-deih"(陀地)，that is, local sex workers, concentrate. 
This profession, like any other profession, has a context of a neighborhood to support 
and constrain it. Specifying the context helps to give a clearer picture of these 
women's stories. 
ShamShuiPo 
"Situated at the north-westem part of the Kowloon peninsula, Sham Shui 
?0(深水埗）district covers a land area of about 945 hectares, with a population 
exceeding 365,000. It is bounded by the Lion Rock country Part to the north, the 
Kowloon-Canton Railway to the east, Boundary Street to the south and the 
waterfront area to the west." (Sham Shui Po District Office 1997) 
Sham Shui Po was named for its deep (深,sham) water (7jc, shui) pier (埗,po) 
at thejunction ofPei Ho Street and Tung Chau Street. It is one of the oldest 
settlements in the Kowloon Peninsula. At the tum of the century, the New Territories 
was leased to the British and became part of the colony. After the Second Opium War, 
:¾ 
,. 
the area south of present Boundary Street was ceded to the British. "Boundary 
Street" was thereafter named for this reason. Before it was ceded, Sham Shui Po was 
an ambiguous space, a popular route of smuggling since it was at the border between 
Hong and China. 
In its more recent development, it has been at the urban fringe, which is neither 
！ 
close to the centre in Kowloon, nor to the New Town in the New Territories. With 
this fringe nature, the area has slowly developed into a complex community with 
highly mixed land-use. 
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A Brief Look at the Business in Un Chau Street 
According to the information given by the Public Relation Division of Sham 
Shui Po Police, Sham Shui Po is divided into four areas by the Area Committee 
Boundaries. There are now about 90 sex workers on Un Chau, Fuk Wing, Fuk Wah, 
Kweilin and Pei Ho streets, which belongs to the Sham Shui Po South Area. This 
area was only drawn into the map of Sham Shui Po District in 1987. 
According to Assistant Police Community Relations Officer Sergeant Wong, 
these sex workers work independently without triad control. There are local 
prostitutes and those from Thailand and the Philippines. Recently, there are many 
women coming from the Mainland with a return ticket. 
Many of the local sex workers are drugs addicts, and owe money to loan 
sharks. Their ages average from 35 to 50. Most of the customers are working class 
people of average age 40 to 50. The price ranges from $200 to $300 (Hong Kong 
dollars) per "trick," including the rent of rooms. There are about 23 love hotels 
within the district. 
According to police information, there are eight vice establishments (e.g. 
massage parlours providing services including sexual intercourses), and 27 "one 
•» 
apartment, one phoenix"(一樓一鳳）establishments, that i'$，only one woman selling 
sex in an apartment, which is not an offense since legal marriage also involves a 
woman and a man and money. 
However, the verbal map drawn by local sex workers on the streets seems to 
be different and more detailed. 
Many of them claimed that Un Chau Street used to be the street with the 
highest price, since local people worked here. However, since the mass coming ofthe 
mainland sex workers after 1997，who ask for a much lower price with "better" 
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service, plus the falling economy ofHong Kong, the price of local sex workers, like 
many other businesses, is falling steadily. 
The sex workers from Southeast Asia used to stay at Fuk Wah Street and Pei 
Ho Street. The mainlanders used to wander around in other streets. Now, according 
to my informants, people from "all over the world" (sex workers from other places) 
are coming to Un Chau Street, wandering around. The local workers usually stand or 
sit in the staircases of old buildings with love hotels, and they had fights with the 
mainlanders over the problem of control of sites. 
The Neighborhood for the Sex Workers at Un Chau Street 
Different elements within the neighborhood interact and intertwine with each 
other and form various positive and negative forces at various situations. 
Understanding these may help explaining the constant existence of street sex workers 
at Un Chau Street and streets nearby. 
Tdhng-lduh (唐衝—Height Control and Low Land Rate 
When Kai Tak Airport was being used, Sham Shui Po was within the flight 
route, so the government exercised height control (with a maximum height of nine 
floors) over buildings within the district. 
.» 
This height control hindered the development of "m6'dem" commercial 
buildings and hence hindered the development of urban renewal. This also affected 
the land rate. The rent within the district, especially the rent oft6hng-lauh (old 
buildings without lifts), is relatively low compared with there of other districts. 
Many flat owners of the old buildings renovated their property accordingly. 
One unit is remade into many small suites that can be rented out to single persons or 
couples with one or no children. This is exactly the case of many sex workers. Many 
ofthese sex workers do not live with their parents or siblings, and do not want them 
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to know about theirjobs. Some of their families live in public housing estates further 
away. The sex workers do not get married, and it is difficult for them to apply for 
public housing. For my informants, living near to where they work can also save 
them the transport cost of going to work. 
Meanwhile, since the rent is relatively low, it is also more possible to operate 
love hotels with numerous rooms at the lower level of those old buildings. There are 
at least five of these in the section ofUn Chau Street and Fuk Wing Street between 
Yen Chau Street and Nam Cheong Street. Three of these are next to each other at the 
junction ofUn Chau Street and Kweilin Street. 
Transport Spot 
The traffic in the area where sex workers are active is very convenient. Other 
than being situated near the Mass Transit Railway station, the area bounded by Yen 
Chau Street, Tai Po Road, Cheung Sha Wan Road and Nam Cheong Street, is a 
conjunctive point between West Kowloon and the New Territories plus East 
Kowloon. There are many minibuses stops with minibuses going to major housing 
estates like Lei Muk Shue Estate, Nam Cheong Estate and On Yam Estate. Taking 
these minibuses costs less than taking other transport back home. So Un Chau Street 
is situated at a convenient point where potential clients can^take some extra time 
before going home. If some customers come to Un Chau Street from home especially 
for sex service, it is also convenient. 
Restaurants 
There are different types of restaurants clustering within the area ofUn Chau, 
Fuk Wah and Fuk Wing streets. Due to the mixed land use, there is a great need for 
meal provision with reasonable price for the working class people who work or live 




Quite a number of my sex worker informants think that the best time for 
business is the time after dinner, that is, after 7 p.m. and late at night, which is the 
time oflate night snack. Many of the restaurants' closing hours also fit this schedule. 
The closing time ranges from midnight to 2 a.m.. Some even serve throughout the 
night. 
The sex workers are also old customers of certain restaurants; sometimes the 
owners are willing to let them pay later if they are short of money. 
Businesses Involving Male Labour and Clients 
Being at the urban fringe, Sham Shui Po's land prices are lower than in the 
urban centre as earlier noted, so it is not surprising to see that it contains a working 
population. Many small businesses also tried to start here. It then developed into an 
area with commercial, industrial and residential land use mixed together. 
About twenty years ago, businesses of second-hand goods started to be 
prosperous at the nearby Apliu Street. Others businesses include second-hand hi-fi 
and electronic appliances markets at the flea market of Apliu Street, the computer 
business at the Golden Centre, and so on. Many of these businessmen and their 
customers are single men. 
,» 
Old Public HousingArea % 
There are many old housing areas as stated in the above passages. These areas 
were built in the 1960s and 70s, in order to settle the question ofhousing of working 
class people living in wooden huts or other illegal buildings. The residents in these 
housing areas are therefore mainly working class families. These provide the sex 
workers with a large field of potential customers. 
Other than provision of customers, drugs taking is common in old housing 
estates. Shek Kip Mei Clinic, at the Shek Kip Mei Housing Estate, not far from Un 
36 
Chau Street, provides methadone for drugs users. Many of my informants are drugs 
addicts, they told me: "You take heroin when you have money, go to the clinic when 
you have none." The triads understand that there are always groups of drugs users 
around the clinic. The triads then set up some selling points there, in case the drugs 
users do not feel high enough after taking methadone. I believe this is one of the 
compelling forces that keep the women working here rather than elsewhere, since 
most are drug users. 
Residents 
There are at least two kind of residents in the district: the ones who own flats 
and the ones who rent a place to live. Most of the former certainly dislikes the 
profession in all ways because they think it lowers their property value and affects 
the neighborhood badly. However, the latter may benefit from the profession in some 
sense even if they do not want to be benefited in these ways. 
Actually, the rent of the old buildings with love hotels can't be too high, with 
this "dirty" business going on in the buildings. That may be part of the reason why 
there are so many small subdivided suites within the district— the flat owners want to 
rent it to more people in order to cover the low rate of rent. 
•» 
District Board .¾ , 
Once I asked one of the sex workers if she thought that a workers' union could 
help them, for instance, to fight for better legislation. She said: "Ifyou stir it up, the 
District Board will protest even harder, and then the police come for us more often. 
You should not annoy the residents, the triads and the police...this kind ofthing is 
just mutual use. Since there is sex work operating here, the land rent is lower than in 
other districts. The residents choose to live here, they already know that this district 




She knows exactly what kind of forces are against them. 
District Board member Choi Wai Shek claimed that these prostitutes "affect 
the image ofHong Kong , disturbing the residents—the men residents would be 
seduced and the women residents would be mistaken as prostitutes." Choi has been 
reelected as a District Board member for four consecutive terms since 1985. He is 
"extremely concerned" about the issue of street sex workers. He said he always 
exerts pressure on the police. These include dealing with the complaints of the Home 
Owners Committee by phoning the District Commander directly, complaining to the 
District Board bi-monthly meeting, and also to the District Fight Crime Committee 
(DFCC) monthly meeting. 
Urban Renewal 
The West Kowloon Reclamation project, substantially completed in 1996, 
provides about 165 hectares ofland...for the construction of West 
Kowloon Expressway and the Airport Railway linking the new Chek Lap 
Kok Airport and the urban centre, as well as other road networks and 
commercial and residential premises. 
In the coming years, a number of new development projects will be 
launched one after another. They include a large public housing estate to 
be built in West Kowloon Reclamation area, Cheung Sha Wan Wholesale 
Food Market Phase II, and the redevelopment projects of Shek Kip Mei 
Estate, Cheung Sha Wan Estate, Tai Hang Tung Estate and Un Chau 
Street Estate, etc. (Sham Shui Po District Office 1997) 
Because of the urban renewal plan and the starting of operation of the new 
airport, the old buildings with love hotels may soon be pulled down, and rebuilt into 
high-rise and new forms ofbuildings with a main gate at the entrance. Then the sex 
workers cannot easily work there. The Flat Owner Committee of older buildings, 
where these sex workers work, will also try to get rid of the business, by 
complaining to District Board members and putting a main gate at the entrance of 
buildings. After the new airport is used, and Sham Shui Po becomes a main transport 
junction, the land rate is expected to rise. Commercial buildings may be built and 
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these women's existence may become more intolerable then. Thus, sex work in Un 
Chau Street under current conditions may be quite temporary. The women will have 
to find somewhere else to work. 
In this chapter I have tried to draw a background picture for my thesis. In the 
following chapter, I shall start the discussion with the life histories of my ten major 
informants. 
Notes: 
1 This is a form ofsex work with only one woman in an apartment, doing sex business. This kind of 
women is usually not arrested. The police cannot arrest a woman for having sex with a man in her 
own household. This is interesting because if a police could arrest a woman like that, any woman 
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In this chapter I will try to sketch out my informants' professional careers, | 
I 
which are unavoidably intertwined with their life histories. These include their peer | 
^ 
groups, school years, families, love lives , etc.. The sources of these stories are what ！ 
•ri ? 
they and their friends/ colleagues told me. | 
4 
f i 
(I)How Much Sadness/Humiliation have You Preparedfor? 
There are many stories about how these sex workers get into "prostitution." 
What we often can see in the mass media are stereotyped into two kinds ofstories as 
earlier discussed: the Sad Stories and the Bad Stories. The "sad" women are those 
who cannot help themselves, while the "bad" ones are those who do not help 
themselves. In legal terms, both are punished for "soliciting for immoral purposes." 
However, in the social domain, moral criticisms do draw boundaries between "sad 
women" and "bad women." The former are compelled without many choices, while 
the latter choose to fall for themselves. Therefore, the former are worth pity and help, 
while the latter deserve scom and punishment. In the popular discourse, the boundary 
ofmoral criticism is drawn where the "subjective will" males choices. This implies 
that sex work cannot, and should not be a proper and "authentic" economic decision 
made by a woman, according to her economic situation. 
However, when I listened to my informants' stories, I found many different 
combinations of elements. Many of these elements can be knitted into a sad story or 
a bad story, but c ^ also be knitted into something else, depending, to a large extent, 
on what the narrators want to convey to their listeners，and what the listeners chose 
to hear. 
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(II) Careers j 
. I 
1. ”I got divorced, and my children are small."~~Ah Lam -i>| 
.¾ 
.’-J^  U^, 
Lam (L): I got divorced, and my children are small.... ，_ 
;.i 
• • ； .v 
Y: Well that's a heavy load, isn't it? ！ 
: 
L: Well, not very heavy~anyway, my reason is less common here, most ofthe | 
1 •.下 
women here are drug users, most of them take drugs and owe the loan sharks j 
j 
I 
a lo t " " I 
I 
Y: Did you try to find otherjobs and then found out that you couldn't eam as | 
I 
much as in this profession? | 
•i£ 
L: Ifyou get anotherjob, you will not be able to have savings. For example, if 
i 
you fmd ajob and get $6000or $7000 per month, it's tight, isn't it? I f I work 




not secure. I f I can't get ajob, it's a big problem then, isn't it? i 
Ah Lam used to work as a waitress in a westem style restaurant before her 
j . • '^ divorce. At the time ofthe divorce, having to support two children, she lacked money 
. I 
and discussed the matter with a friend who then introduced her to this street. f 
.i X 
-I 
I asked her whichjob was more difficult. She made an interesting comparison f 
.*• 
between being a waitress and being a sex worker: "Well, i1^ s difficult to say~the 
former entails physical labour, and this (sex work) entails emotional labour. I was 
exhausted after work (in the restaurant). As for this job, I felt depressed at the 
beginning. No women would like this job anyway. I have to bend my knees before 
reality. Sometimes I feel angry with myself - 1 have to go to bed with so many men. 
Actually none of my clients treat me badly, they are all very nice. However, anyway, 
it stills entails emotional labour." 
It was interesting how she use the term "emotional labour." When she used it, I 
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thought she was going to say something about how she had to pretend to be sexually ： ^ | 
aroused, or how she had to pretend to like her clients (which she agreed earlier was ; ^ ^ M 
part of her work). It turned out that the word was signifying some sort of moral guilt , * f ^ [ 
she felt. I will have more discussion of this point in chapter four. ^ ^ 9 
'•^ fflB 
Ah Lam, who has been on Un Chau Street for about a year, treated this job as a ^ W 
: lH 
transition; she said that she would shift to otherjobs after her children grow up. She t f ^ | 
also emphasized several times that, she was not afraid ofhardship and difficulties, ^ ^ H 
that she could do some job requiring physical labour after her children grow up. p H 
2."I did it to make my ex-husband angry! You play with one woman, I play with ^ H 
M 
a thousand men!,,^Ah Mei ^^B 
Ah Mei's working career started on Un Chau Street, but not as a sex worker. _^H 
Ah Mei lived in Un Chau Street when she was very young. She stopped her ' " '^H 
/;r^H 
Study when she was in Form 1 and went to a garment factory to work. While working, '<3J 
she still went to night school. She went to study just because of interest; she did not, .’：通 
at that time, plan on "upward mobility" in terms ofjobs. This was not very surprising ' ? 
'减 
since the status of workers, especially female workers in garment and electronic ^ •':i • -*x 
factories, was still quite high in the early 1970s. At that time, like many other female :f, 
. • :• * 
workers, she led a life of working days and studying night& ,-. 
、. ’： 
She met her ex-husband in the factory and because pregnant when she was 16. 
• ' 
Thereafter, they got married and she had to give up her study just a few months 
before graduation. The first baby was not bom, but they had three children later. 
One day her husband started an argument with her and kicked her out of their 
apartment. Then she met a male friend — a neighbor -- who comforted her and took 
her out to "see the world outside." After a few days of playing around, he asked her 
to retum the money he paid and if she could not, she had to go to a nightclub to work 42 
"‘^M 
- , 
• ‘ . • *f -'-¾ 
for a few nights to repay him. S 
"He tied me up and poured cold water all over me. I was so ignorant at that | 
time. I thought that he knew where my home was and so I dared not go to the police. • 
':,-.4.y 
I thought I couldjust work there for a few days to repay him." However, she did not ^ 
i 
yet consider that she had "entered the business." \ 
After a few days, she went back home and found that her husband had taken i 
',"i. 
another woman home. Up until then，she had known that they were having an affair :j 
s 
.'•p 
for several years. She was furious and could not stop her anger. She then decided that -? 
— 
-,¾ 
"You play with one woman, I play with a thousand men!" 
J 
She then went back to the same nightclub and worked there. "I did it to make 
him angry! “ she said. At this point she considered herself "the first time in the ‘ 
. r . 'S3 
-I 
business." She worked there for four or five years. Meanwhile she was in an 3 
I 
extremely depressed state, and she played mahjong whenever she felt bad. Therefore � 
I 
she owed some debts. As a result, she got some part-timejobs working as a private- | 
hours girl and an escort, introduced by people whom she owed money to. | 
1 
After paying the debts, she left the nightclub and rented a flat, and started i 
？ .'. 'i 
working as "one apartment, one phoenix"(一樓一鳳)、She explained that working "^  
in other sex establishments (e.g. nightclubs), she had to spfit what she earned with a 
third party (mostly the triads). Working as the only phoenix in a flat, she could freely 
control all she eamed. In her eight years' as a phoenix, she shifted her site all over 
Kowloon, in Mongkok, Yaumatei, Kwun Tong, Lei Chi Kok, etc.. 
Once she was arrested for "managing a vice establishment," because she called 
another girl up to her flat to work. Then she was under probation for about two years. 
During this period, if she was caught working as a phoenix again, the punishment 
would be very heavy. So she first thought that she could work in Un Chau Street 
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until the probation period ended. 
Later，according to Ah Mei, even after the probation, she decided to stay on the 
streets. This was because she found out that, compared with working on the streets, 
working in the flat was too boring: "Youjust stare at the door all the time like a 
guard. That made you so lazy. That bed was closer to you than your 16uh-gung. You 
slept in it, you ate in it, you worked in it, you watched TV in it, and you made love in 
it.... The bell rang, you opened the door. You did not want to move. You stick to the 
bed all the time!" Moreover, on the streets, she found out that if she worked harder 
and kept moving around, she could eam more than working in a flat. So she stayed in 
Un Chau Street, but later, due to the problem of debts】，she fled to the streets in 
Tsuen Wan. 
She is among the non-drug users, so she is more well off and can afford a 
mobile phone to do business. She wants the clients to call her and see her at some 
hotel. She does not go to their places, since this makes her feel like no one wants her 
so she has beg others to want her at their doors. She thinks that someone who wants 
her should come to her himself instead of calling her up to their places. 
3. ”He beat my son 一 I'd rather go to the street again/'~Ah Yuk 
"I entered this business when I was very young. Wh,n I was four years old, I 
lost my mother. I did not have much warmth in the family. When I was in Form one, 
I was really naughty. I had some friends, from the same school or schools nearby and 
we came out to have fun together. I needed money as I came out to have fun 
everywhere. I also needed money when I left home and lived with my friends." 
When she was 18 years old, she was introduced to a nightclub in Mongkok, 
which lent her the salary for her first month. Her base salary in the nightclub was 
between $600 to $700 per month (this was in the 1960s). However, her main income 
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for a few nights to repay him. 
"He tied me up and poured cold water all over me. I was so ignorant at that 
time. I thought that he knew where my home was and so I dared not go to the police. 
I thought I couldjust work there for a few days to repay him." However, she did not 
yet consider that she had "entered the business." 
After a few days, she went back home and found that her husband had taken 
another woman home. Up until then, she had known that they were having an affair 
for several years. She was furious and could not stop her anger. She then decided that 
"You play with one woman, I play with a thousand men!" 
She then went back to the same nightclub and worked there. "I did it to make 
him angry!" she said. At this point she considered herself "the first time in the 
business." She worked there for four or five years. Meanwhile she was in an 
extremely depressed state，and she played mahjong whenever she felt bad. Therefore 
she owed some debts. As a result, she got some part-timejobs working as a private-
hours girl and an escort, introduced by people whom she owed money to. 
After paying the debts, she left the nightclub and rented a flat, and started 
working as "one apartment, one phoenix"(一樓~^^)�She xplained that working 
•»• 
in other sex establishments (e.g. nightclubs), she had to split what she eamed with a 
third party (mostly the triads). Working as the only phoenix in a flat, she could freely 
control all she eamed. In her eight years' as a phoenix, she shifted her site all over 
Kowloon, in Mongkok, Yaumatei, Kwun Tong, Lei Chi Kok, etc.. 
Once she was arrested for "managing a vice establishment," because she called 
another girl up to her flat to work. Then she was under probation for about two years. 
During this period, if she was caught working as a phoenix again, the punishment 
would be very heavy. So she first thought that she could work in Un Chau Street 
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thought she was going to say something about how she had to pretend to be sexually 
aroused, or how she had to pretend to like her clients (which she agreed earlier was 
part ofher work). It turned out that the word was signifying some sort of moral guilt 
she felt. I will have more discussion of this point in chapter four. 
Ah Lam, who has been on Un Chau Street for about a year, treated thisjob as a 
transition; she said that she would shift to otherjobs after her children grow up. She 
also emphasized several times that, she was not afraid ofhardship and difficulties, 
that she could do somejob requiring physical labour after her children grow up. 
2."I did it to make my ex-husband angry! You pIay with one woman, I play with 
a thousand men!"~~Ah Mei 
Ah Mei's working career started on Un Chau Street, but not as a sex worker. 
Ah Mei lived in Un Chau Street when she was very young. She stopped her 
study when she was in Form 1 and went to a garment factory to work. While working, 
she still went to night school. She went to studyjust because of interest; she did not, 
at that time, plan on "upward mobility" in terms ofjobs. This was not very surprising 
since the status of workers, especially female workers in garment and electronic 
factories, was still quite high in the early 1970s. At that time, like many other female 
workers, she led a life of working days and studying night^. 
She met her ex-husband in the factory and because pregnant when she was 16. 
Thereafter, they got married and she had to give up her study just a few months 
before graduation. The first baby was not bom, but they had three children later. 
One day her husband started an argument with her and kicked her out of their 
apartment. Then she met a male friend -- a neighbor — who comforted her and took 
her out to "see the world outside." After a few days of playing around, he asked her 
to return the money he paid and if she could not, she had to go to a nightclub to work 
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(II) Careers 
1. "I got divorced, and my children are small."~Ah Lam 
Lam (L): I got divorced, and my children are small.... 
Y: Well that's a heavy load, isn't it? 
L: Well, not very heavy“anyway, my reason is less common here, most of the 
women here are drug users, most of them take drugs and owe the loan sharks 
a lot.... 
、 
Y: Did you try to find otherjobs and then found out that you couldn't eam as 
much as in this profession? 
L: If you get anotherjob, you will not be able to have savings. For example, if 
you find ajob and get $6000or $7000 per month, it's tight, isn't it? I f I work 
hard in this profession, I am able to have savings. Having no savings is just 
not secure. I f I can't get ajob, it's a big problem then, isn't it? 
Ah Lam used to work as a waitress in a westem style restaurant before her 
divorce. At the time of the divorce, having to support two children, she lacked money 
and discussed the matter with a friend who then introduced her to this street. 
I asked her whichjob was more difficult. She made an interesting comparison 
between being a waitress and being a sex worker: "Well, i^ >s difficult to say~the 
former entails physical labour, and this (sex work) entails emotional labour. I was 
exhausted after work (in the restaurant). As for this job, I felt depressed at the 
beginning. No women would like this job anyway. I have to bend my knees before 
reality. Sometimes I feel angry with myself - I have to go to bed with so many men. 
Actually none of my clients treat me badly, they are all very nice. However, anyway, 
it stills entails emotional labour." 
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came from the "street h o u r s . During her nightclub years, she went to have fun all 
the time aside from work. 
"Needless to say, you must have followed some guy." Her boyfriend, at that 
time, introduced her to the bestjob in the sex industry she thought she had ever had: 
at a topless bar in Tsim Sha Tsui. 
In the topless bar, her main work was as a waitress. The base salary was $2500 
per month and she earned a part of each payment for each drink a customer ordered 
through her. The customers were not allowed to touch her in the bar. However, like 
the nightclubs, what they do outside the bar was not the boss’ concern. This outside 
work was usually done after working hours. She said she eamed best here and she 
did not have to have any kind ofbody contact with clients unless she wanted to, since 
she could choose who she went to bed with. Also, unlike on the streets, she could not 
be recognized by anyone after changing clothes and coming out from the 
underground bar. 
Then she got to know her husband, who was a taxi driver. She got married and 
had a son, and became a housewife for 16 years. This 16 years of marriage she 
considered the only period when she had a stable life. Her husband died of cancer 
.v 
after it had tortured them both, in different ways, for abou1 t^wo years. 
The family lost their only source of income. When her husband was seriously 
sick, she came out to the street to work again. After 16 years ofhousework, a low 
education level, a face and body that had grown old, this was the only way she could 
eam money quickly, and was a way that occupied the minimum amount of time，this 
enabled her to take care of a sick husband and a very young son, and also to return to 
heroin to release her from her pain. With no income, going back to sex work seemed 
a reasonable thing to do. 
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Later she and her son lived together with a man who used to be a friend. This 
man had a wife in mainland China. She did not work for a while and he tried to help 
her to quit drugs. However, she suddenly became seriously ill. The doctors could not 
fmd out why and once judged that she would soon die. 
She got sick and the man's wife in the mainland gave birth to a child. The man 
changed his attitude towards her and her son and their relationship soured. Once he 
beat her son. She ended the relationship after she recovered. Being addicted and 
having a young son to support, knowing no other profession and nothing about social 
welfare, she came to Un Chau Street again. She said it was better to go to the streets 
than depend on a bad man who beat her son. 
4. ”I Really started working since 21 years old/'—Ah Kwui 
In herOO teenage years Ah Kwui started to work in the street sex business. 
However, she insisted that she only started to work since age 21, when she started to 
support her mother, her daughter and herself (for needs other than drugs). 
When she was 16 years old, she got pregnant and got married. She divorced 
after one year of marriage and went out to have fun again. Her daughter then stayed 
with Ah Kwui's mother. She was like many teenagers who hanged out on the streets, 
•«• 
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going "to have fun" (hanging out on the streets with friend^, and developing a heroin 
habit. At that time, she was on and off the street: "I went away whenever I thought I 
had earned enough." She discontinuously worked on Un Chau Street and at other 
places and other professions: 
"I came out again when I was 17.1 started to work in nightclubs when I was 18. 
I started to leave the nightclub way oflife when I was 21. Well, actually, I sometimes 
worked in "decent business"(正行）and sometimes in the sex business. I did all kinds 
ofjobs." 
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After all these working experiences, Ah Kwui noted the difference between 
working on the streets and in other sex business, nightclubs, for example: "Standing 
here, you are exposed to all and they pay little to do whatever they want. • • • So 
people think it's cheap. In a nightclub, a client pays to sit together with a girl, i fhe 
wants to take her out, he pays the bill first (for food and drinks and an free hour of 
the girl), he pays to rent a room, he pays to have a sexual intercourse." 
She found out that as money spent by clients increased, a sex worker's ability 
to control her own activities decreased. During the nightclub days, she said she had 
to sit there even when there were no clients. Ifher "mommy^" did not eam money 
because she was always not around, the "mommy" would not introduce clients to her 
again. So she had to more or less obey the "mommy." She also had other complaints 
about splitting the income and less freedom in nightclubs, as all my other informants. 
As for her "decent" work, she once worked as a sales person in a flower shop, 
in a boutique, and in a cake shop. Work she spent less time on included washing 
dishes in restaurants and in fast-food shops. "Sometimes I got tired with the night 
work, then I tried to find a decentjob, have a normal life. But later, I found that this 
kind of normal life did not seem to fit me，I felt bored. Then I found my old friends 
and...." .¾ 
Now she only worked in Un Chau Street and had stable working hours. 
5. ”I worked under my sister."~Ah Fun 
Before she came to Un Chau Street, Ah Fun worked in a karaoke nightclub in 
Mongkok. In the same nightclub, her oldest sister was a waitress, the second oldest 
sister was a "mommy" and she was a "miss" (/_]、姐，sm-je, a polite name for a 
"prostitute"). 
However, this is not the first sex work she did. She is now thirty-three years 
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old. She started sex work when she was fifteen. That makes a sex work career o f l 8 
years. 
During the second year ofher secondary school days, she always hung out on 
the streets with friends and she needed money. She went to a "fish-ball stalls"(魚蛋 
檔)5 in her school uniform, changed clothes there and met her clients. After working 
there for three years, she quit thejob and left school as well. "I only got a studying 
certificate, not a graduate certificate, when I left. Oh I don't know how to face 
myself," she said. 
After leaving fish-ball stalls, she and her friends tried to work in karaoke 
nightclubs. Later, shejoined the nightclub where her sisters were working. Her sister 
who was a "mommy" looked after her very well, always introducing to her good 
clients, and asking the regular clients to take care ofher little sister. Ah Fun had 
many good clients then，and she could refuse to see them whenever she did not feel 
like it. 
After four or five years in the karaoke nightclub, she met her 16uh-g^mg (co-
habitating male partner), who owned a massage parlour. She then kept on working on 
and offin the nightclub and helped him to manage the massage parlour. When her 
_v 
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16uh-g^mg was not there, she was the head. During this time, she also used a lot of 
social strategies to attract clients to her parlour. However, according to her, later he 
came to consider this work as a kind of infidelity. They split up in the end. 
After being in nightclubs for a number of years, she got bored with life there; 
the worse thing was that she felt extremely sick after drinking with clients. Drinking 
made her want to take drugs immediately; if she could not take drugs, it would be 
painful. However, it was very difficult to refuse to drink with clients. Other than this, 
she had to talk to the clients even if she did not want to. Moreover, the clients always 
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played drinking games loudly which slowly made her dizzy while working. 
Among all these different sorts of sex work，she hated fish-ball stall the most: 
Fun (F): What was it called7-Tung Shing Nightclub. The hell it was a 
nightclub. It's a fish-ball stall... It is a place where, to put it in harsh words, a 
man can squeeze a girl beneath her clothes.... 
Y: Was it the whole atmosphere that made you hate it? 
F: There's~well, why don't they take me to the hotels and have a good fuck? 
Fuck, what good is it sitting there, with them touching you here and there? 
One can't be on fire like that! I really hate doing things furtively! 
From what she said, working in the profession seems quite straightforward and 
natural for her. It may partly have something to do with her family background ~ her 
sisters were working in nightclubs and one ofher brothers was working for triads. 
Bored by the nightclub way oflife, she said, she started thinking about 
changingjobs. She talked to a friend who then introduced her to Un Chau Street. 
Actually, while she was still managing the massage parlour for her 16uh-gmig, 
they once had a discussion about the profession of street sex worker. He complained 
about herjob in the karaoke nightclub. Once they were walking on the street and he ‘ ，*• 
pointed to a street sex worker and said: "If you continue to^ork in karaoke, you will 
become just like them." She said he was crazy talking about this. She admitted that at 
that time she knew little about this street sex work and believed that it was pathetic to 
be a street sex worker. I asked her what she thought was pathetic about it. She said 
that it was because these workers were gazed at by others all the time, and that a 
person had dignity, so it was pathetic. I thought she was going to say something 
about the moral gaze by people considering themselves to be from "normal society." 
However, she surprised me by saying this: "You gaze at me, I gaze at you, right? 
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Come on, you don't have to pay as you watch, but I really felt being taken advantage 
ofto be watched like that. Those lecherous men!" 
This gazing problem considered by her seems not a moral one but an economic 
one, monetarily and psychologically. She did not want to be gazed at with sexual 
desire with nothing being returned. She did not want to be taken advantage of. What 
was more, it seemed to me that she did not like people hiding their desire in mind, 
showing it yet trying to cover it ~ "Why don't you take me to the hotel!?... One 
can't be on fire like that! I really hate doing things furtively!" 
She was one of the few women who said that she enjoyed work or liked the job 
sometimes, and that it gave her a sense of fulfillment if she did a goodjob. 
6. "It's all because I wanted to have fun, I had to find quick money~~I was so 
young and ignorant.，,~"Ah King 
Ah King stopped going to school after finishing secondary three. This was 
because, on the one hand, she had six siblings and the family did not have money. 
On the other hand, "it's all because I wanted to have fun, I had to find quick 
money — I was so young and ignorant." Before becoming a sex worker, she worked 
as a sales person in a boutique, which was slow in earning money but, according to 
Ah King, bore less pressure. Then her friends who worked,as "private-hours girls^" 
introduced her into the business, in which she stayed for a few years. 
Within this period, she met her 16uh-gmig who was a triad member managing 
one of the love hotels. She said he disliked her work but she also said that he "did not 
mind." They lacked money after all. She later shifted to work on the streets, since, 
she said, she did not have to split her earnings with others here. She came to Un 
Chau Street by the introduction of a friend. She thought she had larger space of self-
control on the street: 
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"It depends on which criteria your comparison is based on. Working in 
nightclubs or karaoke bars 'looks good and eams bad' in a sense, because you have 
to dress up every day and spend a lot of money on this. When you go back to work, it 
is not sure that you have a customer to go on ‘street hours'; if you don't have that, 
you sit earning nothing all night." 
However, working on the street had its own difficulty, ofbeing gazed at in a 
very unfriendly way by people passing by. Unlike other sex workers who stared back, 
Ah King, who seemed so confident, usually tumed away from gazes she considered 
discriminatory. She pretended that she did not see them. 
She has discontinuously worked on the street for two years. Some time after 
she started working on the street, her 16uh-gung started to gain status in the triad and 
eamed more by selling drugs. Then he stopped her from working as a sex worker. 
However, later, he was caught and was sentenced to two years in prison. She 
spent a large sum of money to hire a lawyer, so the money left by him was not 
enough. She then started working on the street again. 
She did not expect this would last for long and would stop when he came out. 
In the fliture, she said, they planned to eam more and shift to some "decent business" 
,4. 
after some years, where "at least you can work when daylight comes and rest when 
night comes."." 
1, "You look at me you see my mother. We're on exactly the same road."~Ah 
Wan 
Ah Wan's mother was a drug user and a street sex worker for many years in 
nearby streets. When her mother died, she said she was curious why her mother did 
not quit drugs after so many years. Moreover, at that time her mother, grandmother 
and great-grandmother died within halfayear. She was in an extremely bad state, so 
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she started to take drugs. Concerning how she started to work here, she said, "How 
did I start? I took heroin, I had no money, I owed the loan sharks." 
She started street sex work in 1990 through the introduction of a friend. She 
said she did not spend much time considering about starting: "You have no way out, 
you owed them money." She has been working discontinuously on the street until the 
past two years, during which she became a "regular" worker who came out daily. She 
has to eam at least $2000 for the drugs habit ofherself and her "16uh-gung" who has 
some health problem. 
She had some ofthe elements of the "bad story" in her history. It goes as 
follows: she lived in a public housing estate, her parents divorced when she was 
small, her young uncles and aunts hung out on streets with youth gangs, and so did 
she. She quit school when she was in Form 1. She became a member of a gang, she 
robbed others with her friends, got caught and went to jail. When she came out, 
deaths in her family pushed her into a great depression. This, plus her curiosity in her 
mother's drugs habit, plus the encouragement ofher friends, led her to start taking 
heroin. She was still a teenage girl then. She emphasized that, "You look at me you 
see my mother. We're on exactly the same road." 
Sex work was the first and only job she has ever h a 4 It seemed that she would 
stay in the profession: "I have to quit drugs before I could changejobs." This is 
understandable, since sex work, provided that you have sufficient source of clients, is 
an efficient way of eaming "quick money." 
8. "I did it all for the money—because my family treats me badly, only my 
mother treats me well."~"Ah Yin 
Ah Yin seemed to have a light mental disorder, which was remarked upon by 
other women on the street. She has been in this business for about seven years since 
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1991. Her main reason for starting, she said, was economic, and this economic 
reason was directly related to her family background. According to her, her brothers 
and sisters and her father treated her badly. I think she did not want to talk much 
about it. Or, from a different angle, she was not a very keen language user (but she 
was a good listener and was very willing to listen to other people talking). She 
seemed not able to use language to describe complicated situation very well. 
She first worked in several branches ofMcDonald's, but she said she did not 
get on well with other people and hence she quit working in these places. She 
thought that these people were not willing to communicate with her whole-heartedly. 
I suspected that this might have to do with her light mental disorder and her 
appearance (which is "fat and clumsy" by mainstream standards). Another reason she 
left McDonald's was the low wage level and the heavy workload. However, as we 
talked about how she left the previousjob, she obviously was more concerned about 
the relationship between her and other people. 
Her first sex work was on the streets of San Po Kong (新蒲崗)，an industrial 
area. Her second working street was in Yaumatei (油麻地)，another old area for this 
profession (and a district in which I grew up). She explained that she left when she 
.¾ 
felt doing business there was no good. 
At first, I falsely interpreted the problem as the decline ofnumber ofclients at 
a certain point. However, later, I found that I committed the fallacy ofconsidering 
"working" as only a "monetary" behavior. Her inability to work in a certain place 
actually included the human relationship network she established there. She said she 
offended someone in San Po Kong. Later when she left Yaumatei it was also because 
ofhuman relationship. "As business was no good，I went to Yaumatei. In Yaumatei 






to speak) I don't want to see my ex-boyfriend actually_ He's in Yaumatei." She and 
her ex-boyfriend were both drug users. During the Yaumatei days，she worked to 
support the drugs habit ofboth of them and took on some loans. 
She came to Un Chau Street in about 1994, with nobody's introduction. While 
Ah Lam emphasized that one would be beaten up for coming without introduction, 
and many women said that they came with an introduction, Ah Yinjust casually said: 
"They don't tell you to go away." Ah Yin said that she had never thought of 
changing jobs. After the unpleasant relationship with managers and coworkers at 
McDonald's, she emphasized that "this is the only profession that I can eam a living 
at!" 
9. "Of course I wouldn't get into it i fI had a choice, I do it for the money. I am 
no sex maniac!"~Ah Hung 
Ah Hung has worked on the street for about three years. There were friends 
who worked in Un Chau Street who introduced her to the street. Ah Hung said she 
had never worked before she came to Un Chau Street: "Well, I didn't try, because 
even i f I found anotherjob, I wouldn't know how to do it." 
I was rather surprised to hear that she has never worked before this job, as a 
• V 
person in her thirties. However, she just casually waved hef hands and said: "I 
depended on my family for living, or borrowed from somebody, well, actually, it's 
taking rather than borrowing. You only need about twenty dollars for meals each day, 
it's not much~it costs a little more now. It's easier to get money in previous years. 
In those years, we at least could get $2000 per day working here!" 
According to Hung, she started hanging out on the streets with youth gangs 
I 
when she was about eight or nine years old. Her parents were strict and wanted her to 
study, but she was rebellious and did not like it. She emphasized that this road was 
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chosen by herselfand she complained to no one about it, but in retrospect if she had 
the choice, she would not have gone into it. She repeated that money was her 
intention: "Ofcourse I wouldn't have gotten into it i f I had a choice, I really do it for 
the money— I am no sex maniac!" 
Concerning her future plans, she said, "I have thought about changingjobs. 
Well IVe thought of working in nightclubs. You'll always work as a "miss" once 
youVe been in it. What else can you do? You want me to do normal and decentjobs? 
I don't know how to do it!... Or, I can work in a massage parlour. I heard that it's 
quite good. I f I know someone there, I will go. Well, I was talking about the small 
parlours. You really need to know how to massage in the big parlours, how do I 
• 
know about that!" 
Later, when I met her in the visiting room of a detention centre, she told me 
that she wanted to shiftjobs. She said she wanted to sell pirate CDs or to be a drugs 
distributor. She said she was growing old, and also, she was bored with sex work. 
10. ”My parents were always arguing over money."~Ah Pin 
Ah Pin entered the sex business in her teenage years, when she was “ 16, 17 
years old." According to her, her parents always argued over money. She felt very 
,*• 
disturbed. She hated staying in that tiny public housing unk filled with bad language. 
She said she and her siblings always thought: "They are always arguing over money, 
because we have none. Ok, we should grow up quickly and work for money!" 
Later she quit school and started working in factories, first a garment factory 
and then a plastic factory. She said she leamt to be "bad" in the factories, which 
meant taking heroin and engaging in sex work. 
I 
Some months after she told me this, she added that the eldest sister in the 
family also worked as a "miss" in a nightclub before her. When Ah Pin entered the 
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business, she first worked where her elder sister worked. However, she strongly 
emphasized that the reason her sister worked as a "miss" was only to support the 
family, but she herselfwas there because ofher "badness." 
After this she worked in the "private-hours" business as discussed on page 46 
and 47. During her "private-hours" period, she met her first 16uh-g^mg who was still 
a "small potato" member of a triad society. He disliked her being a sex worker, but 
they needed money. She then changed herjob and worked in a massage parlour. She 
stayed there until he started to gain status in the triad society and gained money. He 
then forced her to quit drugs and succeeded at this; she quit drugs for four years. 
During this time she did not work. Later however their relationship soured and he 
had an affair in his hometown in mainland China. Ah Pin was in a bad state and went 
to play mahjong all day. She lost a large sum of money and asked him to pay for her. 
He lost his temper and told her to go away. They split and she went back to work. 
This time her career started in a nightclub in Wanchai. Later she was in great 
debt and fled to Mongkok, and then worked in a massage parlour there. She disliked 
thejob very much, and then started to work on the streets. She came to Un Chau 
Street, introduced by a friend who came before her. 
Of all these jobs, she disliked the massage parlours tfee most. This was because 
she would be asked to do a lot of things she considered "disgusting." For instance, 
some customers might ask the girl to lick their anus, and she had to make the 
customers emotionally pleased, too. These were considered as "good service," but 
she just found it disgusting. However, in those kind of places, if you did not please 
the customers, your name card would be put at the bottom of all names and you 
eamed nothing. As for Ah Pin, she considered a lot of things disgusting in sex ~ she 
even refused to have oral sex with her first 16uh-gmig. 
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Her customers in the massage parlour became fewer and fewer as a result. She 
could not eam enough to support her drugs habit. She was not young and could not 
work in nightclubs anymore, so street sex work seemed a better choice. She 
described the street work as freer, since she had the power to refuse a customer's 
request. However, she also said that one had to have a "thick skin，” to face all kinds 
of unkind and discriminatory gazes on the streets, which was quite difficult. 
However she had slowly developed a habit oflooking eye to eye at people who 
gazed at her. 
(III) Implications 
True Lies: Active Mobilization of Stereotypes 
"Those who tell these sad stories do not belong to isolated stigmatized 
groups, rather, the sad stories are results of interactions permeated by the 
perceived expectation of normal people . The extent ofsadness in the 
stories they tell depends on how much sadness you have prepared for 
them." (Gi,紀 1998:52) 
In my field experience, the more you show that you do not agree with their 
choice oflife and work, the more likely these women will tell you a sad story. My 
informants seldom told a full sad story; even when they did, they seldom told it in a 
totally sad way. The elements of sad stories are often mobilized to release moral 
pressure from both society and themselves. This, in tum, hdps them to avoid 
embarrassment and stigmatization. Most of the sad stories concerned their 
unsuccessful romance or stigmatized work, for the drug users, their poor economic 
condition before and after taking up thejob. Sometimes their narration inclined more 
to a bad girl story. On the other hand, they would in times mobilize bad girl stories to 
tell me how they chose and controlled their own lives, although it might not be a 
j 
good life in their words. They often actively made use ofthe cultural stereotypes to 




I think most ofwhat they told me are edited versions with less focus on the 
negative sides oftheir life stories. For instance, they talked very little about the 
possible violence happened to them or to other women on the streets or in their past 
sex work in other professions. I shall take Linde's (1993) idea of "coherence" oflife 
stories in understanding these stories told by these women. In Linde's opinion, a life 
story is "nor merely a collection of events that happened in some unknown or 
irrelevant order. To be a life story at all, an account must have an order that both the 
speaker and the addressee take as significant." (1993:13) To focus on the coherence, 
she said, "concentrate on the life story as a text, rather than on either the speaker of 
the text or the relation ofthe life story to some supposed set of facts in a postulated 
realworld." (1993:14) 
In this sense, I shall focus on their stories as texts of self-representation, which 
also tell me about what they think about my (the addressee's) relationship with them. 
Actually, when they know me more, I know more and more different stories. It is 
normal that when you know a person for a longer period, you may know different 
versions ofherMs stories told by themselves. Although I sometimes felt lost in the 
field because oftheir self-protection against curious intruders like me. I would 
,fc-
consider the stories as truly what they want to tell me, a student or an academic 
researcher, or later, a friend out of the group. I can understand that they do not want 
to tell someone about their very private lives at the very beginning. I think it is 
normal that "lies" occur very often when people start to meet each other, when they 
know very little about the other and hence lack trust and security. This is particularly 




The Poorly Comprehended Stereotypes 
As I have stated in the beginning of the chapter, there are two stereotypes of 
"sad “ and "bad" stories. The former stories tell of girls who lack employment 
opportunities and are in poverty, they need help. The latter stories tell of girls with 
heavy vanity, who are willing to sell themselves for luxury goods. These girls as the 
story goes usually start in the business, regret it as they grow up and cannot (or do 
not want to) leave the industry. Finally, they slip down the industry from the 
nightclubs to the streets, since they grow older and less attractive. They show no 
interest is chances to "reform themselves," and hence, deserve punishment. 
After listening to my informants, I found out how inadequate these stereotyped 
stories are. For instance, I can give an example closest to the "bad girl story": Ah 
Kwui. Ah Kwui got married at age 16 because she was pregnant. The boy was 
somebody in a youth gang. She divorced a year later, when her daughter was one 
year old. Her reason of divorce had nothing to do with her life with her husband, it 
was just that she considered herself too young to settle down in marriage. She 
thought that there was a lot of fun outside and that she just could not stay at home. 
After the divorce, she worked mainly in nightclubs, but part-time on Un Chau Street. 
,i^  
She needed the money for drugs and for "fun." Moreover, ghe shiftedjobs and had 
worked in "decent" jobs discontinuously. She said that she was old now and could 
not work in the nightclubs anymore. However, she emphasized that she only started 
to "work" when she began to work to support her daughter and her mother. 
Obviously, she did not completely fit the "slipping down theory" of the 
mainstream discourse. Working on the street is not the last thing she did, rather, she 
worked on the street on part-time basis while she was working in the nightclubs. 
Moreover, her career suddenly shifted to another kind of story, as she started to take 
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responsibility for supporting her mother and daughter. 
On the other hand, I think Ah Lam best suits the "poor women" story, who 
joined the profession because she suddenly found herself in economic hardship due 
to the loss ofamale breadwinner ofher family; after her divorce, she had two 
children and a mother to support. 
However, from her story, I heard nothing of the "poor woman." Instead, I 
heard a story of active economic arrangement for the household. Although it might 
be that she tried to present herself as tough, as a rational economic actor in control of 
her life, we must not ignore that she was trying to grab chances to improve the 
household's living standard. It was actually quite active ofher to make the choice of 
being a sex worker as a better economic arrangement. I did not feel she needed help. 
As for Ah Yuk, her story starts with a "bad story" when she was young and 
was trying to have fun. However, when "felicity" come with a formal marriage 
("That was the only time in my life that everything was settled and stable.), her story 
shifted. The story becomes a remarkably sad one, when it comes to her husband's 
death and her next boyfriend's deception her, forcing her to work on the streets as sex 
worker. Although she once said that fate had been cruel to her; she emphasized that 
"he (the second boyfriend) beat my son - I'd rather go to ¢6 street again." In an 
environment without many choices, she made an active choice to live on her own 
rather than thinking that having a man to depend on was better. However, at other 
times, she also suggested that having a man to depend on was important. 
Stereotypes are based on certain facts, but they tell us little when it comes to 
the real life stories which are always too complicated than stereotypes can cover. 





Hierarchy of Reasons: 
My informants, for all their self-justifying self-representation, still say in 
general that, it is "better not to do this (to be a street sex worker)." However, because 
they have become one ofastigmatized group, most of them had a tendency to strive 
to give me a "better reason" forjoining the profession. 
Generally, "sad" stories seemed to be more preferred than "bad" stories, in that 
ideologically, sympathy is paid to "victims." However, I would say that sacrifice is a 
main theme in this stories (e.g. Ah Yuk).It is an important virtue of women to be the 
caretaker. However, the theme of sacrifice has other examples not presented in 
victimized images. Ah Kwui and Ah Lam gave the image of a strong mother, 
actively saying that they made the choices in their lives for themselves. 
However represented, to be a "successful victim" in order to get ideological 
sympathy, the sacrifice must be made for the family, or for those who are 
ideologically accepted as weaker members in the household. In my informants' cases, 
the "weaker members" are old people and children. In this sense, Ah Kwui and Ah 
Lam made less successful images of a "victim" since one could feel from their body 
language and ways of speaking that they were people with strong characters. Ah Lam 
was even a little cool. I think within their characters, there '^ere contradictory points 
about the half-consciously-presented "poor women" image as against parts of their 
personality. 
If these women felt that no elements could be capitalized into the poor women 
stories, they usually chose the drugs story. Although taking drugs is considered 
morally corrupt, there is an uncontrollable physical need for the drugs, which, if 
not met, causes physical pain. So, there is a reason "proving" the unwillingness of the 




Another story, a second effective story after the "sad," or "victim" story 
usually used by non-drug-users, related to the loan sharks (e.g. Ah Mei who acted as 
the guarantee ofsome other women who ran away from their debts. Ah Mei have to 
repay the debts for them). The drug users also mentioned that they owed the loan 
sharks a lot, but the main reason to stay in the sex business was still the drugs rather 
than their debts. 
Whether one was a drug user or not, their term for the drugs fee or loan is 
interesting: "g^mg"(供).This is exactly the same word people in Hong Kong used 
for paying mortgage to buy flats, or paying on an installment plan for expensive 
goods. 
One of the comparatively leastjustifiable reasons in a Hong Kong context to 
engage in sex work seemed to supporting a male partner (e.g. Ah Yuk, Ah Yin and 
many others when they were younger and were attracted by the love declared by 
pimps who aimed to take their money). In this case, although the woman sacrificed, 
she was not successful in the discourse of playing the role of a "sacrificer." This is 
because a man is supposed to be the breadwinner in the household, but not the 
"weaker" members in the family. He should be the master of the home. A man 
supported by women is generally despised as "eating soft rice"(食軟飯，sihk-yuhn-
faahn) in Hong Kong. In tum, women who support their men are considered to be 
"stupid," "cheap" or "love fools." 
Here we can see that, to be a successful "sacrificer," a woman has to play her 
designated role. The virtue of female sacrifice has to be directed towards the right 
object. It has to be an appropriately gendered sacrifice to win sympathy，or at least 
"understanding." 
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However, even ifshe sacrificed for the wrong person, it is still a sacrifice. The 
leastjustifiable reason for a woman to join or stay in thejob is that she does it for 
herself, or that she likes the job. Only Ah Chiu, a woman who was not one of my 
major informants, openly said that she liked the job, but other women believed that 
she was lying. In other words, if a sex worker show a large extent of enjoyment over 
her own sexuality and body, she is the most condemned. 
How do They Explain Their "Slipping Down “ in the Industry? 
Before fieldwork, many friends and teachers tried to remind me that ifthe sex 
workers tried to explain the reason to work on the street positively, they might be 
justifying the fact of slipping down in the industry because they were old and less 
attractive. 
Knowing these women on the street, most of them straightforwardly told me 
that they came to the street because they were old and could not work in the so-called 
higher forms of sex work (e.g. nightclubs). However, when I asked them to compare 
the jobs, they expressed countless complaints about previous sex work they had been 
engaged in. They complained about the third parties' exploitation. Their earnings 
were always split up in earlier sex work with the triad members who managed the 
• V 
businesses. They were forced to take clients they did not w ^ t in private-hours 
business, since if they refused, no one would introduce clients to them next time. In 
private-hours business, for similar reasons, they were often requested to engage in 
sexual acts that they did not want to do. They were forced to use a lot of their own 
money to dress themselves up in the nightclubs. They could not choose the time to 
work. They had to stay in the nightclub even when there was no clients coming for 
them the whole night through. 
On the street, one of the worst things the women experienced, they told me, 
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was the unfriendly gazes from the pedestrians they have to face every day. Moreover, 
they are more vulnerable to the police on the streets. However, they are in larger 
control oftheir own bodies, that is，ifthey were not heavy drug users who were 
controlled by drugs and hence triads. 
Concerning salaries, it is not necessarily the case that working in the "higher 
forms" of sex work earns more. It is true that the clients have to pay more, but most 
ofthat will be going to the managers and the boss. In nightclubs or massage parlours, 
ifone is a "red miss" (which means a popular sex worker), she may probably have 
more chances to grab better clients who are willing to pay for everything she wants. 
However, according to Ah Mei, even on the streets, one may sometimes be able to 
grab these kinds of clients. Therefore, she said it was one's "louh-mehng"(榜命，the 
gifted talents in social skills to get hold of men's hearts, and also the "career fate" 
that one has) which decides how much one can eam, no matter which kind of sex 
profession one is in. "louh-mehng" means. 
What are the Bonds that Tie Them to the Street? 
These women usually considered themselves tied to the street for drugs, loans 
or poor family conditions (e.g. Ah Yuk, Ah Wan, Ah Yin). However, I suspect that 
.v 
they will not be able to leave, even if these drug and loan j^x)blems are cleared up 
one day. There are some women who think that they will stay on the street even after 
there are no loan to pay back or no drug habits, as they recognize that this is the only 
job enabling a better living standard given their educational level (e.g. Ah Mei，Ah 
Kwui). 
Some of them treated the sex work as a transitory job, saying that they will 
someday eam enough money and leave (e.g. Ah Lam and Ah King). However, I have 





very beginning, treated herselfas very different from "other people" on the street, 
claiming that she did not belong here. She always emphasized that other people's 
goal was to eam money for drugs, but her goal was to make money to support the 
family. As for Ah King, she treated herself as one of the people on the street. 
However, she was not like the others, that she was sort of "underground middle 
class," with a male partner who was successful in his work in triads. Therefore, she 
had the capital for upward mobility, a hope of shifting to a "decent business." She 
showed some disrespect through her words against those who used drugs and got 
drugged-up on the street. She thought that getting high on drugs should be done at 
home, not on the streets. 
Differences among the Sex Workers 
The sex workers have different amounts of physical and social capital in 
different aspects: for instance, whether one takes drugs; how good is one's face and 
body shape by mainstream standards; whether one is comparatively well off; whether 
one treats thejob as "life employment" or a transitional job; whether one has children 
or 16uh-gmig or not; whether one has been once formally married to someone; 
whether one's love life has been successful; whether one has worked in "decent" 
•«• 
jobs....These different elements create different forms of (^ltural capital and power 
relations between these women, and when they face "normal" society, in different 
situations. 
Although we may see from above descriptions that they usually tum to the 
mainstream discourse to find elements to support themselves, I think these women 
continue to negotiate their social status with the "normal" society, to get a better deal 
in various aspects of life. They sometimes resist the stigma, too. Therefore, although 




can read these representations in the context of their considered "abnormal" life. � 
' - -¾ 
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Then we can understand more about how they construct themselves through a series -¾ 
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ofnegotiations, resistances and obediences. I will discuss details ofthese strategies ^i 
'::i 







Notes >% » 
‘This is a kind offreelance sex work. I have discussed this in P.39, chapter one. ； 
'i^  
2 Ah Mei said that some other women borrowed money with her as the guarantee, and then these A 
-.逾 
women ran away, so she had to repay the debt. 
3 This means that clients pay for her off-hours and have sex with her outside the nightclub, which | 
claims no responsibility for things happening outside. �^ 
'4i • >:^ i 
4 A "mommy" is a procuress in a nightclub. New or less popular girls depend on their mommies to | 
〜』 
introduce clients to them. . 
^ 
5 "Fish-ball Stall" is a kind ofplace where intercourse does not occur. The clients went taUcing to the \ 
girls, and most ofthe girls let their clients touch their bodies. Girls working there are usually teenage ;j 
girls, who are called "fish-ball girls"(魚蛋妹).This was very popular in the 1980s，but are not seen ) 
now. 
6 Working in the "private-hours" business means having a "mah-fuh"(,馬伕)，a man who contacts 
clients and hotels and also drive the girls to and away from the working sites. This man is usually a ‘ 












C h a j p t e r T J h i r e e 
S t r e e t u ^ t t r a c t i o n 
一 一 A G e n e r a l P o r t r a i t o f t h i e X V o r l ( 
In this chapter, I will briefly introduce the general elements of my informants' 
work. First, I shall introduce the ritual of starting to work on Un Chau Street. Then I 
will talk about the price, timing and ways of getting customers. Then I shall briefly 
talk about clients. There are certain problems these women often encounter on the 
street, and every one of them has their principles of working. I shall also talk about 
these, in order to let the readers have a brief picture of their work. 
I) The "License" to Work on the Street 
Concerning the necessity of a working "license," my informants had different 
experiences and opinions. Most of them asked a friend who worked on Un Chau 
street to introduce them to others working on the street. They need not be introduced 
to everyone, but someone must know her. One of my informants, Ah Lam said, "you 
would be beaten up if you were not introduced." However, Ah Yin, had a different 
experience. "No, you don't have to be introduced. Youjust come and stand here." 
However, I suspect that this has to do with several factors. Ah Lam is 
comparatively attractive according to most men's standards. She is a much more 
threatening competitor relative to Ah Yin, who is comparatively less attractive, and 
hence is subject to a larger possibility ofbeing screened by others before she started 
working here. Moreover, Ah Yin was considered by some of them as "lightly 
mentally retarded" and was paid some sympathy. Also Ah Yin is not a Mainlander, if 
she is, she will face hard times. Once I was standing at the doorway talking to a sex 
worker, Ah Fong. Ah Lam approached us. Ah Fong saw her and said, "Here comes 
the beauty!" When Ah Lam saw me she said, "Oh, it's you. I thought there's 
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someone new, so I came to have a look." Then she looked at Ah Fong. Ah Fong 
immediately smiled and politely acknowledged her: "Big sister Lam!" Later I 
understood that Ah Fong "did not belong to this street." She worked in Pei Ho Street. 
"Normally people will tell her to go," said Ah Pin. 
At earlier times, when "the economy was better," the local sex workers (known 
as t6h-deihs,陀地）dominated Un Chau Street and it was the street with the highest 
price, among the other streets nearby. Sex workers from the Mainland or other places 
(mostly from Southeast Asia) would be told to go away. Different groups sometimes 
even fought for that reason. Now, sometimes fighting still explodes, but far less than 
before. The reason is not clear, but it seems that the different groups are working 
hard to eam money from the declining business in the time of economic reccession. 
However, according to the local workers, there are many more sex workers 
from the Mainland since 1997. Nowadays, there are a lot of mainland sex workers 
walking around Un Chau Street, Pei Ho Street, Fuk Wah Street and Fuk Wing Street, 
day and night. There may already be too many ofthem for the local workers to fight. 
Nonetheless, as far as I know, these Mainlanders, holding a retum ticket to China, 
sometimes bring the clients to the guesthouses on Un Chau street, but are not often 
seen on Un Chau Street. Some local workers still tease the^ and their clients when 
they pass the local sex workers and go upstairs. Ah Hung once shouted in front of me， 
to a fat client: "Be careful that you don't get AIDS!" 
II) Price Setting 
Generally, one customer is served for one "j^ mg"(鐘，verbally means "hour，" 
but means a time unit here), which is 20minutes. This would cost at least $250 in the 
past according to most of my informants. The room rent is also counted on the basis 




hardly stay at above $200 for many workers, since the Mainlanders' price is only half 
of this. The competition is fierce. The price ranges usually from around $170 to $210 
and they still sometimes have to include the rent of about $40 in their fee, in case 
they meet clients who know the business and can demand that. 
Additional fees are charged for additional time, and also for extra services. 
These usually include penetrative sex without condoms, oral sex and anal sex. These 
cost around an additional $100 each. While different people charge different prices, 
if the clients asks to spend a night with them, usually it will cost around $2000. 
According to many of them, demand for ovemight services was higher in the past. 
They thought it was because of the economic recession. Nobody said that they tried 
sadomasochism with clients. 
Nonetheless, price can be flexible to a certain degree, depending on various 
factors such as the generosity of the client, familiarity of the client and whether a 
woman is badly in need of money. Ah Hung once had generous clients, who were 
willing to pay her $2600 for 20 minutes and $4000 for ovemight services. Ah Wan 
once met a boy, a teenager, who paid her $3500 for 20 minutes. That happened not 
long before I met her. She said he was very nervous the whole time, and that she was 
not sure ifhe knew the normal price. ’\ 
Concerning the room rent, the sex workers seem to have different perceptions. 
Usually, ifthe client does not ask, "Does the price include the rent?" they will let him 
pay. Ifhe knows the business well and asks that question, the woman will usually 
agree to pay. Especially at this period ofeconomic difficulty, some women think that 
if they do not pay, some other sex worker will, and will gain more customers. 
However, when the client pays the rent, some people like Ah Wan consider this as 
"cheating him for the rent." Some people like Ah Hung just think of this as "You pay? 
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You pay. You don't pay? OK, I pay." 
Most ofthe time, sex workers who are drug users will be more vulnerable to 
price negotiation, since they may desperately need the money. For those who are not 
drug users, they usually maintain a certain price. For example, Ah Lam was once 
complained about by Ah Pin as "showing off' when she said she would not have sex 
under a certain price, which was about $250. Actually, Ah Lam thinks that the 
average price among the women is between $200-$300. "It depends. If you have 
better quality, say you're prettier, with a better body shape, then your price is higher. 
Ifyou are already 50-60 years old, then prices are low. There are people holding a 
price ofabout$100." 
Although complaining about Ah Lam, most of these Hong Kong sex workers 
refuse to have sex when the client asks for sex for below $150. Most of the sex 
workers complained that the "daaih-luhk-gM"(大陸雞、prostitute from the Mainland) 
have "made the price cheap." 
III) Timing 
All kinds oftime schedules exist. The women adjust the time to their needs. 
You can see many ofthem at around 3 p.m. The best time for business seems 
. ^ 
different among different people. Most of them agree that the time after dinner, 
which is about 7 to 8 p.m., is the best time with most clients. Both Ah Hung and Ah 
King, for similar reasons prefer midnight. They think that late at night there is less 
competition, less arrests and fewer people on the street at night, although the risks of 
being robbed on the streets is also higher. Usually you can see some different faces 
late at night, people like Ah Yang, Ah Kim and Ah Lok. 
However, Ah Yuk seldom appears at mid-night. I believe this has to do with 
her son. As for Ah Lam, she said to her family fher mother and her children) that she 
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worked in some office. Therefore，she has to have a fixed time. Usually she leaves 
home at about 1 p.m., and retums at about 11 p.m. She also related this fixed time 
period to the fact that she was not a drug user: "Those who take drugs usually don't 
live with their families. My time has to be more normal." 
IV) Clients 
These men include all kinds of people from teenage boys to old men in their 
60s. Most ofthem are renovation and construction workers and there are also white-
collar office workers. Ah King once said that there were people who drove their cars 
here to look for a woman, because they liked to have sex in their cars. Yet she did not 
think that these were rich people. As for who the clients of these sex workers are, I 
shall talk more about them in later chapters. 
V) How to Get a Client? 
There are several ways these women get customers. Some sex workers sit 
down at particular staircases below the guesthouses and wait. Sometimes they walk 
around: clients who are familiar will pay attention to who is there. All of the women 
wear make-up. Some dress sexually and somejust look like any "ordinary women." 
There are people who work across districts, for instance, Ah Chiu sometimes 
•»• 
works in Wanchai and sometimes in Sham Shui Po. Lately%he was working more in 
Wanchai, since she thought there were more generous clients. Moreover, she thought 
that the foreigners there had better "sexual morality," by which she means, "they 
wanted me to have orgasm." Someone with better economic condition, like Ah Mei, 
uses a mobile phone to let clients keep in touch. 
VI) Problems on the Street 
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A) The "BadBusiness Trend" 
l)"Daaih-luhk-m" (MainlandProstitute)/ "Bak-^u"(北姑，Northern Girls)' 
All ofmy informants hold unfriendly attitude towards the "daaih-luhk-gm," 
ranging from mild resentment to outright hostility. 
"They are very diligent, but they are only worth a hundred something. I 
watched them present their price with their fingers! We'll keep a distance from them 
forever. We scold them everyday. You can't do it that 'cheap'^! Originally this was 
the street with the highest price. Even if we gave a discount, the price was still $200! 
Fuck them!" This was Ah Hung's war declaration. She was once scolded by the 
hotelkeepers for she once had a fight with the mainland workers and affected the 
hotel's business. 
Ah Wan expressed her resentment by saying that these women took away their 
businesses. However, when I asked her if competition was the main reason she 
disliked them, she said: "Not actually. It's because their price is too low. If you hold 
the price up, we can have fair competition. They include everything into that cheap 
price! For those mainland girls, oral sex is $100 and fucking without a condom is 
also $100. Those men can do whatever they like on you with that price. We local 
少 
worker axe not like that. We don't allow the clients to do a1ot of things." 
However, some of them also expressed a sort of sympathy towards the 
Mainlanders. Ah Wan once said, "It's hard for them too, so easy to 'get things.'" She 
meant "getting venereal diseases" by "getting things." It is a taboo to say those words 
on the street. 
Ah Kwui was asked by clients many times if she was "Hong Kong" or 
"Mainland." Those men left when she said she was "Hong Kong." Once she was so 
curious that she said she was "Mainland" when a client asked her. She discovered 
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why these men like the Mainland sex workers: "I knew why then, that man really 
thought he could do whatever he liked!" She also thought if it were local sex workers, 
the clients feared they would call the police if they were ill treated. The Mainlanders 
dared not report any violence to the police, since they were in Hong Kong illegally， 
so they were more vulnerable to the exploitation ofthe clients. 
2) A More Complex Rationale 
Ah Kwui held a more complex explanation for the increasingly bad business 
climate for the local sex workers. The first reason she said was "1997." This was 
because after the reunion，she thought the immigration regulation from the Mainland 
to Hong Kong was loosened. Therefore the women can get the permit to come here 
more easily. Secondly, it was the matter of the economic recession ofHong Kong, 
which was related to China: "You see, Hong Kong has a lot of imported labour. The 
Mainlanders took their salaries back home, so our money flows out, right? People 
don't have so much money to spend, so companies close down. This results in the 
massive unemployment, and hence the decline of number ofour clients. It's a cycle." 
On the other hand, she also related the "bad services" oflocal sex workers to 
the failure in competition with the Mainlanders: "Local women provide bad services, 
• V 
you know. They are known as expensive and no good. Sometimes they are so 
impatient that they scold the client when he wanted to talk to them: 'Do you come 
for a ftick or do you want to just talk!?'" 
Moreover, she thought that the recent bad business was because Hong Kong 
people were fundamentally "greedy." Her description ofher encounter with the client, 
who thought she was a Mainland sex worker, showed her criticism against the clients: 
they wanted as much as they could get without properly paying for it. 
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B) Unfriendly Gazes 
There are many unfriendly gazes against these sex workers by pedestrians 
everyday. These gazes are the most powerful suppression felt by the sex workers 
from "normal society." Usually they have two main kinds of reaction: to gaze back 
or to avoid these gazes. Most of them considered gazes from females as "hostile," 
and gazes from males as "lecherous." 
This eye contact management is quite significant in how these women perceive 
themselves and theirjob. Both looking back and avoidance can mean different things 
for each of them. 
Ah Hung, Ah Pin, Ah Wan, Ah Kwui, Ah Lam and Ah Fun revealed that they 
would gaze back at staring passes by. Ah Mei added that she would not provoke any 
conflicts on the street, but she would not walk away either. Only one, Ah King, said 
that she would tum away and pretend that she did not see the stares. 
However, not everyone could look back at the start of their careers on the 
street. Most ofthem had experienced a period of struggle within themselves to have 
the courage to gaze back. Some of them said they took drugs in order to help 
overcome this difficult situation. 
.v 
Sometimes they did not only gaze back, they also adjusted the levels of 
resistance, when the person who gazed them expressed different levels of 
discrimination. Ah Pin would sometimes add a question: "What are you looking at? 
Haven't you seen people being a prostitute before?" Ah Wan's reaction was: "What 
are you starring at? You like this place so much? I'll let you have my place if you 
wish!" 
； 
Once when I was sitting in the staircase with Ah Hung and Ah Yuk, there were 
several secondary school girls running after one another on the street. When they 
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passed our doorway, the one being chased laughed aloud and screamed at her fellows: 
"You'll be a 'chicken' (whore) when you grow up!" Then we lost sight ofthem. Ah 
Hung was fluious and screamed to the empty doorway: "Beware you'll all be 
‘chicken，later! Cheaper than us!..." Ah Yuk stopped her by patting her knees in 
embarrassment. 
Since there is a mini-bus stop with a route going to Chinese University near 
Un Chau Street, I have walked past Un Chau Street to take the bus many times. I 
remembered walking past Ah Kwui several times before this research. She was 
smiling and I stole a quick glance at her. I felt her smiling and looking me in the eye. 
I avoided that look several times. I always asked myself: "Why? If someone smiles at 
you on the street, why can't you give back a smile?" Their smiles are notjust for 
attracting clients, but also for resistance against discriminatory gazes. 
Being prepared to face the gazes and all kinds of possible humiliation is a must 
everyday for these women. It is part of theirjob, which requires complex 
psychological techniques to maintain self-respect, and the self-training process to 
leam these techniques. 
I remember once I was talking to a woman who was standing a little bit back 
from the doorway while I was standing on the street. That was a Saturday aftemoon, 
and Un Chau Street was full of all sorts of people. Suddenly she had something to 
say to a man standing nearby, so she stepped away from me for a few minutes. 
Suddenly I found myself there, standing all alone on the pavement, exposed to 
all kinds ofgazes, at a site where "normal/good" women should not stand. People, 
men and women, were starring at me，and they kept looking at me by turning their 
heads after they passed me. There were all sorts of complicated messages in those 
simple gazes. I suddenly felt like a great stone was pressing down on my head. All at 
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a sudden, I thought I could understand Ah Kwui when she said: "I really needed 
some Blue Cross (a kind ofmethamphetamine) to make me stop thinking then." This 
happened injust a few seconds. 
After these few seconds, I started to realize that I was submitting to this kind 
ofdiscrimination; I had to force myself to raise my head and look back at these 
people. I felt the sunlight so strong it hurt my eyes. It was extraordinarily difficult. It 
felt much worse then when I was with a group of women; it felt worse than being 
asked for a sexual transaction by a man, as sometimes happened during my research. 
When a man came and asked for sex, I had the right to say no. Even if one works 
there and says yes, she has the right to have a say on what happens within the 
transaction. When people say nothing, just walking past and gazing at you, you are 
nothing but what they think you are. What are you then? You have the attributes of a 
"whore." This power ofdefinition is always floating in the air on Un Chau Street. Ah 
Lam said to me several times: "We have to do business so we have to be looked at 
here. Why does a good girl like you stand here and get these gazes?" 
C) Robbery 
Robbery is quite common on the street. When I was doing fieldwork, at 
least four women were robbed. Ah Yuk was lucky to have 夸 policeman passing by at 
that moment, who helped her catch the robber. Ah Hung, who did not have a fixed 
place to live and often slept in a leftover bed in some doorway, was robbed when she 
was about to fall asleep one night. She said there was no one around, so she did not 
dare to chase the man. Ah Chun and Ah King were hurt while being robbed. Usually, 
these women do not report it to the police ifnot much money was being stolen. 
i 
D) Bad Customers 
There are sometimes clients who do not want to pay the agreed price. Ah Wan 
76 
once got into a terrible client's car and was tied up by him to a tree somewhere. Ah 
Wan did not tell me this, but it seemed that all women on the street knew about it. 
Many times, when police officers broke into hotel rooms, clients would agree 
to accuse the woman, saying that she was the one who "solicited" him，even ifit was 
the reverse. Many women complained about this. Ah Kwui had a sympathetic but 
ironic understanding. She described these men as "good citizens" whose "shit was 
scared out of them" when a policeman yelled at them. 
E) Police, Triads and Drugs 
Police and triads are ambiguous forces: sometimes they cause trouble and 
sometimes they ease trouble. There are, may be to the surprise ofmany, no triads nor 
organized pimps who directly control the sex workers working on the streets. No 
"protection fees" are collected by them. The triads have their power over these street 
sex workers through drugs and high interest loans, rather than direct controls. They 
sometimes act as another kind of police within this informal economy against the sex 
works and clients who "misbehaves," for instance, if they attempt any violence 
against the sex workers in the rooms. 
In Hong Kong law, being or claiming to be a prostitute is not illegal, but there 
» 
is a law against "soliciting for immoral purpose." The poli& have three main 
methods to combat prostitution. Firstly, they may send undercover policeman, 
pretending to be customers, and asking the price. If the women collects the money, 
she will be arrested right away. Secondly, against the mainland prostitutes, they will 
charge them with "breach of condition of stay." In the past, they would be sent back 
to the Mainland. However, this is considered as not threatening enough, so recently, 
they have been put into jail for a certain period of time - anywhere from one to three 
months - before being sent back. Thirdly, they will periodically check the registry of 
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love hotels. Ifthe staffofthe hotels did not properly write down the details ofthe 
customers, they will be charged. Ifit was found out that the hotels actually provide 
girls, they will also be charged. 
It must be remembered that the police, as well as the triads, are a group formed 
ofmany individual actors. Their relationship with the sex workers is complicated and 
situational. One similar thing to the triads is that they are sometimes the protectors as 
well as persecutors, and that they are overwhelmingly men. 
Drugs relates closely a lot to the sex workers' relationship with triads and 
police. Drugs are a daily necessity as well as a daily problem for many sex workers 
on Un Chau street. The price of one little package ofheroin is about $200. The drug 
users need it at least two to three times a day. In a time of economic recession and 
business decline, it is hard for many of them to take drugs. Drugs has a very bad 
effect on their health and sucks away their money. However, many of them still need 
drugs and do not want to quit. There are many complicated reasons for this. I shall 
discuss all these matters related to police, triads and drugs in later chapters. 
F) Menstruation 
Some ofthem have considerable pain when menstruation comes, especially 
• V 
those drug users whose health condition is not good. Thus,4t becomes difficult for 
them to work during these periods. When they cannot work for a few days, they do 
not have money, an especially big problem for drug users. 
G) Venereal Diseases 
There is always a danger that they will get these diseases. They sometimes try 
to judge ifaman is "clean" by looking at his appearance, which is obviously not 
enough. As far as I know, they usually practice thejob with condoms, for avoidance 
of disease and for providing boundaries between them and the clients. However, 
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sometimes, when business is really bad and police actions are ofhigh frequency, 
their power of negotiation declines. Nevertheless, in my research, I heard of cases of 
deaths and diseases mostly concerning infections from injecting heroin, but none 
from venereal diseases or AIDS. 
VII) Principles ofWork 
These principles vary with different individuals, but are basically more or less 
held by all ofthe street sex workers I spoke with. 
A) In Bed with Clients 
There are exceptions, but to most women kissing clients is never permitted, 
according to all ofmy informants. Any action by the client which has a possibility of 
sexually arousing the women is not allowed by the local sex workers: for instance, 
kissing the nipples, touching sensitive parts of the body, and so on. Sex with a 
condom is claimed to be a must by most these women, but I suspect some ofthem 
cannot keep this principle in times of economic hardship. Other things like oral sex 
and anal sex must bear additional price. 
B) "Don，t mortify yourself!“ 
For most ofthese women, this means not to lower the price too much. For the 
•ft^  
non-drug users, this means "do not get controlled by drugs-^d hence have no money 
left." This principle means different things for different women. For Ah King, it is 
"do not take drugs on the street and show your drugged-up face to others." For Ah 
Lam, it is "do not collect money on the street." For Ah Mei, it is more complicated. 
She described her principles as: "Even if you are a sex worker, you should have your 
dignity." She does not "solicit" clients on the streets. She thinks this would represents 
that she is unwanted; she believes that clients will pay attention to her if they want 
her. Even if clients pay her a lot, she does not tolerate any kind of impoliteness or 
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rudeness. "You have to respect us. Don't call us 'gM' (chicken), call us 'siu-je' (/』、姐， 
meaning "Miss," a polite term for sex worker). If you call us 'gM', then you are the 
one who is calling the 'gm', you arejust the same then." The rationale behind Ah 
Mei's statement is that, if a client calls her a “ gai," he is disrespecting himself as well 
as the sex workers. 
C) Providing Good Services 
This was emphasized by Ah Lam, Ah Kwui and Ah Mei, three who had better 
businesses. Ah Mei theorized this as a "proper social relations technique." Ah Lam 
expanded this idea: "You don't wait until the clients makes a request. You have to 
know how to perform. When they think that you like to do it with them, you have 
them come back to you more often. This is a matter of service quality. Then you can 
have familiar clients. It's terrible if you don't have familiar clients." 
Ah Kwui, in criticizing many ofher colleagues for providing expensive and 
bad service, stated that: "I won't urge the clients. I will be nice and polite. I am not 
saying that you should show your teeth all day, butjust smile. Or don't act like 
clients owe you money. If they talk to you, have a nice little conversation with 
them...." 
々‘ 
In this chapter I have talked about the daily routine and problems of work on 
Un Chau street. Provided with this background information, I shall go on to the 




1 "Daaih-luhk-gai," literally means "mainland chicken," while "chicken" in Cantonese also means 
"prostitute" when related to women. 
2 This term was first used by several popular magazines several years ago. "Bak-gu" originally meant 
a kind ofmushroom. There is a common Cantonese dish named "chicken steamed with bak-gu"(北薛 
蒸雞).Since "girl" ("gu") has the same pronunciation as "mushroom" ("gu"), and "chicken" also 
means "prostitute," "bak-gu" is a very meaningful metaphor. 




C h a p t e r F o u r 
" T T h e i r P l e a s u r e i s Y o m i r B u s i n e s s " 
O n X V o r k , B o d y ， S e x u a l i t y a n d C l i e n t s 
In making this chapter title I have borrowed Diana Lewis' title ofher book, 
The Prostitute andHer Clients: Your Pleasure is Her Business. I think "your 
pleasure is her business" is a very significant element in sex business. However, after 
listening to my informants, I think this statement is dubious in some sense, as I will 
discuss in this chapter. Therefore, I put a quotation mark on this phrase "their 
pleasure is your business," and also on the title of the next chapter, "their pleasure is 
your felicity." 
The meaning ofselling sex for the sex workers are reproduced or recreated in 
every encounter with clients. I think it is essential to know how the women perceive 
the clients and their relationships, in order to understand their perception ofthis job. 
Many scholars, especially some feminists, thinks that sex work is the symbol ofmale 
violence over women (see chapter one, P.19-20). Nonetheless, I think that the 
analysis ofpower relationships cannot leave out the feelings and perceptions ofthe 
participants, which may or may not support this hypothesis. 
(I) Clients in the Eyes ofthe Sex Workers % 
To taUc about business, we have to take a look at the clients. According to 
many writers (e.g. Schwarz 1959; Goodall 1995), the clients of sex workers are 
certain groups of"defective," "immature," "disappointed," "unsatisfied" or 
"abnormal" men. On the other hand, some feminist writings treat the clients as the 
agents of patriarchal suppression of women. 
Pheterson looks at male clients of sex workers in the light of social stigma. 




the whole profession ofsex work. As she said in "The Whore Stigma: Female 
Dishonor and Male Unworthiness，" 
Woman's shame is based upon what she offers (her sexual services) 
whereas the unworthy cause to which she puts herself is presumably 
man's sexual desire as customer (in slang, john or trick) or man's 
financial interest as pimp. We are in fact then talking about female 
dishonor and male unworthiness. (1996: 41) 
The social stereotype ofthese clients are, in Pheterson's words, "unworthy 
agents ofoppression" (Pheterson 1996: 41, 61). This is what underlies 
abolitionists, arguments concerning sex work, be they supporters ofpowerful 
discourses of"mainstream" morality or some traditional feminism. 
I believe the stigma of clients is especially serious for the clients of street sex 
workers. Men who wear suits and pay a lot in nightclubs are not as stigmatized as 
clients who pay a lot less and go to the street to find "old" prostitutes. Men going to 
nightclubs to have fun are considered as no more than a part ofbusiness behaviour 
by a large part ofsociety. These "high-class" clients are "forgiven" since men are 
supposed to have this "unfortunate need" (stronger sex drive) naturally. The degree 
of"forgiveness" is differentially distributed among genders and classes，as far as 
sexual services are concerned. 
It is a pity that I could not get the clients to talk to me for long. However, from 
the description ofmy informants, and from several clients I have come to know, I 
found it difficult to compartmentalize all clients into a single image. Obviously, they 
are not all "dirty old men," "sex maniacs," "sick men," "uneducated" or other such 
stereotypical images ofaclient of a street sex worker. 
As far as my informants are concerned, basically there are two kinds of clients: 
the good and the bad, mostly defined in money terms, but the meaning vary with 
different women. They also have various general perceptions of "client" as a 
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category. The ones with the most obvious opinion about "clients" as a category are 
Ah Kwui and Ah Mei, who seemed to hold opposite opinions on the topic. 
To Ah Mei, it seems that if she is to get respect from others, she must respect 
her clients. "They are not filthy guys. They arejust people in need. You see, some 
people have no girlfriends or wives. They have biological needs, but are not simply 
'lecherous.'" 
To Ah Kwui, her overall description is that clients are greedy, have no "self-
awareness" and are lecherous. She started by talking about the mainland sex workers 
when she talked about clients: "They (clients) are greedy. These women (mainland 
workers) are cheap, young, and let the men do whatever they like." She also 
criticized the clients as nasty, since one other reason they went to the mainlanders 
was because, those women dared not report to the police even ifthey were ill-treated 
(it is illegal for them to work in Hong Kong). Ah Kwui also had regular and good 
clients，but she gave me the feeling that she thought "clients" are bad people as a 
general category. 
Ah Mei and Ah Kwui expressed more thorough personal opinions about 
clients as a category; while most other women's attitudes were between these two. In 




The first essential criterion for a good client is generosity, that is，being willing 
to pay more than they need to. This fits the image that "a prostitute is a greedy 
woman." They themselves would supplement their criterion with sentences like: 
"Maybe you think that I am a money maniac, but that's the way things go" (Ah 
Hung). 
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When there is client who does not pay or pays less than the agreed price, the 
solidarity ofsex workers will be called up, and they will argue with him together. 
These "troublemakers" are certainly not seen as good clients. 
Respect 
After talking to the women for a longer time, I found that money is notjust 
money; rather, it involves respect. Clients who try to make a bargain not only lower 
the women's income, but also her status, saying in effect: "You aren't worth it." This 
is much too humiliating for women who cannot totally resist the morality of 
"chastity," but are selling sex (what is considered a priceless thing for women). 
I found from what they told me that a client who showed no respect could in 
no way become a "good client." Sometimes, when the sex workers were better off, 
these kinds ofmen who have already shown disrespect, get no service. 
Actually, "respect" is at least as essential as money as a criterion ofa "good 
client." I find that respect can be categorized into two types, what I call "essential" 
respect and "additional" respect. Essential respect is the behaviour and attitude of 
clients which is demanded, otherwise he may be rejected by a sex worker, or be 
received but be considered a "bad client" by her. Sometimes when his bad attitude 
happens after starting the sex act, the sex workers resist in words or actions. 
However, this essential respect means different things to different informants. 
Ah Mei hated clients who call sex workers "chicken"(S, gai): "You have to 
respect us. Don't call us 'gai'(雞，chicken), call us 'siu-je'(小姐，literally means 
"Miss," a polite term for sex worker). Ifyou call us ‘gai,, then you are the one who is 
‘ calling the 'gai', you are just the same then." However, sometimes some women did 
notmind describing their work as "being a chicken." This is mostly at times when 
they talk about something involving low self-esteem, for instance, when they talk 
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about difficulties ofdealing with their parents and children with this stigmatized 
professional identity. 
Ah Mei was especially concerned about her dignity. Clients who fail to 
recognize this point she rejects. However, similar situations ofbeing shown 
disrespect by clients are also experienced by most of these women. Sometimes, when 
the clients showed intolerable disrespect, the women talk back. If the sex workers are 
better off, this kind ofclient is rejected. Details ofsuch encounters will be discussed 
in later parts of this chapter. 
On the other hand, many ofmy informants mentioned that most oftheir clients 
are "saam-hohng-lou"(三行佬，construction workers). These clients are usually 
considered as working class earning a salary higher than factory workers. Most of 
my informants expressed that these clients may be "ch6u-16uh"(ffi#, an adjective 
describing men who are uneducated, impolite, not being gentle, etc. When it is used 
to describe a girl, it usually means she is not a gentle lady), but they are also "si-
mMm"(斯文，well-educated and polite). They said that usually this kind ofclients do 
not press their will on the women. Talking about clients, Ah Hung once said that 
these "saam-hohng-lou" are ok, but the "suit guys" (white collar workers) are 
^ 
sometimes "well-dressed beasts"(衣冠禽獸).Then she secretly told me that once Ah 
Wan was driven by some "suit guy" to somewhere and got tied to a tree and sexually 
abused. 
The terms "ch6u-16uh"(粗魯）and "si-mMm"(斯文）are often thought to be 
contradictory terms, but in their usage, they are apparently not. The term "ch6u-16uh" 
seems to refer to the general public perception of construction workers as uneducated, 
impolite, not being gentle, etc.. On the other hand, the statement that "but they are 
also 'si-mMm'" meant the feeling ofthe sex workers themselves doing business with 
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these men. These clients are praised for they do not press their wills against the 
women and would not take out their frustrations on them as described by Ah Lam. 
Ah Fun also said that she like these "saam-h6hng-16u" clients. She said these clients 
sometimes ask ifthey had caused her pain and she thought these were really good 
people. The two adjectives are not contradictory in this sense, and sometimes the sex 
workers consider both as true for the same person. 
Good Relationship Outside the Job? 
Some clients try to establish close human relationships with these women, but 
not necessarily "love." It seems to me that, some clients first came for sex, and found 
out that these women were also someone they could talk to; they wanted also a 
friend. 
For instance, Ah Fun had such a good client several years ago: "Once I was 
very sick and vomited in the hotel room. In the morning I found that he was with me 
all night, falling asleep beside me. Later, after he left, I found that he had left me a 
thousand-dollar bill, and left a note telling me to go to see a doctor." 
Ah Hung once had some "clients with conscience" who were willing to pay 
more than they had to. These were some men who would drop by sometimes to have 
. l v 
aftemoon tea with Ah Hung. For these kinds of clients, sordetimes they had sex after 
tea, but sometimes they did not. Payment was not demanded if there is no sex: ” it's 
just chatting and having tea, I won't charge. Business is business." "Business is 
business," but when it is not business, not everything is counted in terms of money. 
In business, when human relationships are taken into consideration, the money bears 
different meanings. According to Ah Himg, some clients talk about their frustrations 




Ah Fun once talked about how some clients that she liked are men who are 
very humble. Here is her description of an encounter between her and one such 
client. 
"He said: 'Miss, please take care of me, Fm afraid that I can't do it.，I said, 
‘Ok, all you have to do is tell me the problem, I guarantee you'll work it out with 
me.，And it did work out. He said my technique was so good. He also said he had 
done it with lots of other misses who found it so difficult and hard to finish business 
with him. Well, I had the technique they didn't! You know some of them always 
urge the clients to finish. I would not do such a thing! This is professional ethics! 
Well, you see, he just has to tell me his problem, I'll fix it with him. I can have job 
satisfaction from these kind ofhumble men. I like them." 
I suspect that this attitude ofhers has something to do with the other men who 
like to show off their "sexual ability," who many of my informants had numerous 
encounters with. Comparatively, these humble clients who asked for "help" or 
"teaching," seem more "human" than those who treat the women as the tools to prove 
their "manliness" through sexual intercourse. 
Asking Only what You are Paying? 
,«• 
Ah King said she disliked clients who, after paying fer overnight services, 
thought that they could do whatever they liked during that night. Ah Kwui expressed 
this more explicitly when she spoke of pretending to be a mainland sex worker: "I 
know why (the clients liked mainland women) then; that man really thought he could 
do whatever he liked! I certainly did not allow him to. I think these clients are going 
too far. You pay $200，you get the fuck. It's worthwhile, such a low price! You say 
it's expensive? It was about $200 ten years ago! What do you want? You think I am 
your girlfriend or your wife? Having so much foreplay with you? Do you know how 
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little you have paid? Don't you have some self-awareness?" Therefore she does not 
allow the clients to kiss her, or to have sex without condoms, or to kiss her nipples, 
or to do anything that may "biologically arouse" her. She said that these rules were 
set to prevent clients getting what they did not deserve. 
Cleanliness and Healthy Attitude towards Safe Sex 
Every one ofmy informants liked "clean" clients who hold "healthy" attitude 
towards safe sex (that is, being willing to use condoms). However, those sex workers 
who have better appearance, or have less money or drug problems, are in better 
positions to insist on the use of condoms. 
Ah Kwui once said that one of the reasons why clients like mainland sex 
workers was that, they let clients penetrate without wearing a condom. This, for her, 
is one ofthe reasons why she thinks these clients are nasty and cheap. 
Ah Wan and Ah Pin both have problems with drugs and money. They both 
admitted that, they let clients have sex without a condom. However, they picked 
those who looked "cleaner." They were worried about venereal diseases and AIDS. 
Nonetheless, they said, "There's no way out, money is difficult to eam these days." 
"Regular Customers" 
’《• 
Regular clients are considered good, mostly becaus^they contribute important 
sources ofstable income. "Ifyou don't have familiar clients, business is difficult," 
said Ah Lam. Often, a client will regularly seek out one particular sex worker. As Ah 
Mei said, "Ifaclient comes to you always, there must be something that only you 
can give him." 
Fidelity ofclients is sometimes an issue that emerges in the present ofpolice. 
Ah Pin once talked to me angrily about a client who accused her of seducing him, in 
front ofapoliceman. This kind ofbetrayal was intolerable, but happens often. Ah 
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Kwui had a sympathetic but ironic comment on these clients: "You know, these men 
are ‘good citizens' whose shit is scared out of them when policemen yell at them." 
Good Sexual Partner 
This is much less expressed, or at least not so much explicitly expressed by the 
sex workers. Ah Mei and Ah Chiu said that they had clients having good sexual 
relationships with them, meaning that having sex with these clients gave them certain 
bodily pleasure. Ah Pin admitted some pleasure with better looking clients only after 
knowing me for a long time. Others mostly said that it was impossible to have sexual 
pleasure with clients, and they did not want this even ifbiologically they might be 
aroused (Ah Kwui). Moreover, those who admitted pleasure might be looked down 
upon by some other women on the street, or be treated as if they were lying. 
"Sick"? 
As earlier mentioned, a client tied Ah Wan to a tree somewhere and 
sexually abused her. Ah Hung, Ah Pin and others also discussed some clients as 
being "sick." However, they do not like to talk a lot about this. Ah Pin also 
mentioned a lot ofsexual requests of clients that she considered as "sick" and 
"dirty." Those include anal sex, which is considered acceptable to some other 
.» 
women on the street. Therefore, I believe there is no fixed ^ efinition of "deviants." 
However, I think that sadomasochism(SM) is unacceptable to most of the women. 
Adolescents 
I know of at least four cases of young men who have attempted to get their 
first sexual experience from a street sex worker. Ah Wan once laughed and told 
me about a boy who looked about 14 or 15 years old. "He was so nervous. This 
was probably his first time," said Ah Wan. At first Ah Wan said he had to pay 




an hour. She tried to bargain $1000 for an hour's service, and hejust gave it to her. 
She felt amazed. They went upstairs, and she said that rent was to be paid. He 
again took out a $500 note. Ah Wan felt so amused with this boy that she made a 
joke: "Well, you're so rich! Why don't you give me some more money!" To her 
surprise, he did take out some more money and gave it to her: she received a total 
of about $2500 for that hour. "He approximately knew how to do it. But he was so 
nervous that I had to teach him," she said. 
A Job or a Date? 
Sometimes some clients take a different direction of relationship development 
and start chasing the sex workers. Ah Mei, Ah Wan and Ah King said that they had 
clients who tried to date them. Their basic attitude was negative towards this. There 
are, however, differences within these "no"s. 
Ah Mei, who holds the most positive perception about "clients," would tell 
them that she already had a louh-gung and so would not love them. "Well, I dig 
money out of them, I don't want to cheat their hearts!" Ah Mei said, and laughed. Ah 
King simply refused any date. However, if someone pay her to accompany him, she 
will go as a matter ofbusiness if the payment is high. Ah Pin told me that, "We don't 
•» 
play with those who want to date us. We'll see ifhe is sinc^e or not. Ifhe is, we may 
accept him." She consciously used the term "we" to emphasis the morality of the 
group. 
"ClientalAffection" 
From the above, we can see that, the sex workers are not necessarily 
anonymous to the clients. They have familiar clients and also, some kind of 
relationship develops between them and certain clients. Ah Mei, Ah Hung and Ah 
Fun all have or had these kinds of clients. Among them. Ah Mei is the one who had 
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most clear definition of this kind of relationship. 
"Cliental affection" is the term used by Ah Mei. She thinks this is something 
between a "friend" and a "client." She mentioned this after she said that she enjoyed 
sex with some clients. She explained that if this kind of client comes to her more 
often and would give her a helping hand sometimes, then she maintained a "cliental 
affection" with him. "It is different from sex with my louh-gung. With my louh-gung, 
we have love. Clients are different. If clients come to you always, there must be 
something in you that only you can give him. So he wants you to treat him well, and 
so he helps you within his ability. For these people I maintain friendship and cliental 
affection, a half-halfratio ofthe two. If you see him more, it's likely there is cliental 
affection. However, there's a boundary they are always my clients." 
To me，it sounds like this "cliental affection" is some kind of friendship 
involving "sex" (which is not always perceived as a element of friendship), and also 
a kind of "affection" different from "normal" friendship due to the sexual relationship 
originally exchanged only for money. 
This "cliental affection" is obviously an exotic idea to many "normal" people. 
The interesting thing is that Ah Mei did not describe it with normally familiar terms 
_fc-
like "friendship," rather, she invented a term for it. I think tfeis has to do with her 
self-identification as a sex worker, her more positive attitude towards thejob and her 
more open attitude towards sexuality than many other women have. I think this is 
why she was willing to invent a term distinctively referring to this particular situation 
of sex work. 
II) Their Pleasure is Your Business? 
A) Working Bodies 
In much literature about sex work, writers mention ideas of emotional labour, 
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directly or indirectly. Most of them discuss boundary maintenance, pleasing clients 
and the dynamics between these. They mentioned the boundaries these women set up 
for themselves to maintain emotional distance from the intimate bodily contact with 
customers，so that they do not have the feeling of selling their whole selves. Some 
think that these body and emotional techniques show how the "selves" of the sex 
workers are particularly "alienated," that they have to suppress themselves so often 
(e.g. Hoigard and Finstad 1986; Pateman 1988). Other writers discuss these sex work 
as examples of the "multiply-positioned self' which is adopted by people in "normal 
jobs" of all kinds, but especially those in the service industry (e.g. Chapkis 1997). 
I think both arguments have truth to them. However, I think the working life of 
sex workers cannot be seen as only taking place in a hotel room or in a bed, or as just 
the relationship with clients. Rather, their work entails a whole set of social 
relationship related to the making of a living，for instance, the social 
pressure/pleasure resulting from theirjob identity, which in tum entails a set of social 
meanings. Therefore, in the following, I shall discuss their labour in two main 
categories: 1) facing clients and 2) other social relationships related to their work. 
Moreover, labour involved when facing clients includes not only how to please the 
,» 
clients, but also the self-adjustment of the workers themsel%es in order to maintain 
their sense of dignity. All these include the body and emotional investment of 
different sorts. 
B) Facing Clients 
Relationships between the sex workers and their clients can be thought ofin 
two situations: 1) relationships in the hotel room (or other space) while engaged in 
the sex act; and 2) relationships outside of the hotel room and outside the sex act. 
Within these two situations, there are two types of work to be done: a) 
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pleasing clients and b) maintaining one's own dignity. These two kinds oflabour are 
not necessarily contradictory, but depend on various factors. These factors include 
the sex worker's perception ofthejob, relationships with various clients, perceptions 
ofsexuality and self-identity and many other factors. However, above all, it entails a 
high level ofemotional labour and psychological self-adjustment. One must, after all, 
meet unknown people unclothed everyday and engage in sex with them. 
The examples I give in the following should be considered as specific view of 
a particular informant, but not necessarily applying to other sex workers. 
1) Relationship in the HotelRoom (or Other Space) while Having SexAct 
a) Pleasing Clients 
Pretending to enjoy sex, pretending to have orgasms and pretending to like the 
clients are important techniques to please clients. 
Ah King said she was the kind of woman who "follows one man to the end" 
(從一而/終，chuhng-yat-yih-jung) and that "I am quite conservative." I wondered 
how she could adapt to this profession if she was so "conservative." She said, "Well, 
I lie down, I work, I gather the money. With the client, even ifI show a good face, 
it's superficial. I am fucking good at pretending (我扮野0%] 口力架)." 
• V 
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Ah Lam shared this idea: "You don't wait until the clients make requests. You 
have to know how to perform. When they think that you like to do it with them, you 
have them come back to you for more. This is a matter of service quality." 
The other technique some women adopt is "to be patient with the clients." 
Both Ah Kwui and Ah Fun said that many women on the street always urge the 
clients to finish the sex act as quickly as possible. Ah Kwui emphasized she herself 
never did this. She also criticized other women for not treating the clients nicely, 
which was one of the reasons, she said, for their failure in competition with the 
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mainland sex worker, whose prices were lower and services were better. 
According to my informants, most clients like oral sex, and this is the thing 
they sometimes cannot get from a "normal relationship." Most ofthe workers 
practiced oral sex ifthey wanted their clients to get an erection within a shorter time， 
that is，especially with those whose sexual organ did not seem to work properly. 
b) Maintaining One's Own Dignity 
There are a lot ofthings that many of these local sex workers do not allow 
clients to do. These include kissing, kissing or touching the nipples or any parts of 
the body that are sexually sensitive, certain variations of position ofintercourse, oral 
sex on woman, anal sex, and demanding that no condom be used. Roughly speaking, 
they seek to avoid any sexual pleasure possibly aroused by clients. 
Ah Kwui explained this as follows: "Every woman knows that the nipples are 
the most sensitive part ofthe body. I f I let you kiss my nipples, I will have a 
biological reaction, although I do not want one. If you are a client, I have no reason 
to be "real" with you. I don't want to give the client what he doesn't deserve, it's like 
I have sold myself!" 
"You may be surprised. He penetrates me, what's big deal about a kiss? But I 
,» 
tell you, when he penetrates you, he doesn't touch you dir^tly. There's a condom 
between you and him. It's like he's lying on you with a blanket between. When he 
kisses you, then you really touch him, you sense his smell. It's natural, especially for 
women, that you only kiss somebody if you love him. Why should I have an interest 
in kissing a client!? 
"Ifhe,s handsome, I would have a sense oflow self-esteem i f I kissed him, I 
certainly wouldn't kiss him then. I am afraid that I would fall in love with him and 
the kisses would reveal my emotion, since ifyou love somebody you kiss that person 
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a lot while making love. Ifyou don't love the person, you kiss him/her less. I'm 
afraid that i f I love him, he'll know. Who am I to love a handsome guy? He won't 
love a woman like me! On the other hand, these men - if a good-looking guy says he 
loves you, there's a lot ofthings you have to think through immediately!" By saying 
this she means that man may be trying to make use of the woman to make money. 
Ah King disliked spending the whole night with some clients who "like to hold 
you or put their hands on you when they sleep. Some try to sexually arouse you 
while they are awake between sleep. I hate those kind of clients." However, she had 
her way to deal with these people. "Play with him" is the keyword for Ah King, in 
case a client wants to do something she doesn't want to do, for instance, thinking of 
any excuse that sidesteps the request ofthe clients. 
Ah Hung always emphasized that she did not feel anything in sex after taking 
drugs. No clients could make her enjoy sex, according to her. "I don't know ifthey 
feel good! I do what I should, then time's up. He is a client, I can save my affection." 
Her tone made me feel that the sentence should actually be: "I don't care ifthey feel 
good. It's none ofmy business." "A condom is a must" for Ah Hung. This is a 
principle that she insisted upon, she said for her own safety, to avoid AIDS and 
产 
venereal diseases!. 1 
Ah Fun revealed that many sex workers like to hurry the clients to finish the 
sex act as soon as possible. She said with a disapproving face that this was something 
she certainly would not do. She thought it was a professional ethics to work it out 
with a client, even ifhe had problems with sex, a sex worker should try to make him 
come. 
While Ah Fun thought that one should not hurry clients, many other women 
wanted the business to be done as soon as possible within the first "jung"(鐘，20 
96 
•. 
minutes, which is one time section as earlier discussed). If the clients have problems 
with erection, an additional "jung" is to be paid for. Mostly their attitude is: "Finish 
up, time's up. You won't pay for an additional 'jung'? Then get going." 
There was once a client who, when having sex with Ah Mei, said that: "Your 
vargina is so loose!" Ah Mei, lying under him, was furious about this man and she 
said: "Well, ofcourse, since your penis is so small. I've seen people whose penis is 
three times the size ofyours! You know, when you try to pick something from a pot 
with a tiny toothstick, ofcourse you can't pick up anything!" The client was shocked. 
He then kept quiet and quickly finished the sex act. Ah Mei was angry because: 
"Even when you have paid and there's something that doesn't gratify you, you 
shouldn't insult others like that!" 
2) Relationships Out ofthe Hotel Room and Other Than Having Sex 
a) Pleasing Clients 
This can be done by keeping a smile, chatting with clients and being polite. "I 
think there should be more smiles. I am not saying that you should show your teeth 
all day, butjust smile. Don't act like others owe you money. If they talk to you, have 
a nice little conversation with them. ..." said Ah Kwui. She also criticized other 
,«• 
women employing nasty attitudes when clients try to chat a little with them. 
Ah Hung spoke ofhow she could communicate with some clients and with 
others she could not. For those she could talk with, she regarded the chatting as 
between friends, not work. For those she could not, she would sometimes talk about 
something happy to cheer them up: "I feel miserable when I have to do this. I am 
doing it for the money. But, sometimes I feel like I myself am cheered up when I try 
to cheer somebody up! Strange." 




reasons is to "give a good face" to the clients. Wearing make-up is like saying "It's a 
pleasure to serve you," which is not said directly in words by these women. 
b) Maintaining One's Own Dignity 
There was a client of Ah Mei who paid her lot of money, about a year ago. 
However, later she told him not to find her again. He was shocked, since he really 
paid her a lot, but she said, "He thinks he's in charge of everything since he pays lots 
ofmoney. He likes to order me to do everything. He always acts like: ‘This is my 
order, (in English). I don't care, I want to eam happy money, so that I can spend it 
happily. Even ifI,m in this profession, you have to respect me. ” 
Once I was sitting in the staircase with Ah Hung and Ah Yuk. A man came for 
me and asked my price. The first time I politely said that I was not in the profession, 
and that I was here to visit my friends. He seemed puzzled and left. After about 5 
minutes, he came again. I found it amusing and said I was really not working here. 
Ah Hung became furious. After another 5 minutes, he was again wandering by the 
staircase we were sitting at. I was going to ask him why he thought that someone 
sitting here must serve him. However, Ah Hung spoke more quickly: "What are you 
doing here, Mister? You don't live in this building! She is not working here. These 
two (she pointed to herself and Ah Yuk) are. Don't bother Her again!" The men was 
frightened away by Ah Hung. After the men fled, Ah Yuk, who was usually quiet, 
spoke up: "This is very insulting. Not everybody sitting here must serve these men!" 
These women emphasize the right to pick clients, especially clients who look 
"clean" and "not rude," in case they are not regular clients and the women do not 
know them. 
Actively showing "inappropriate intimacy" with clients on the street is 
forbidden. Ah Pin once criticized Ah Tai for actively grabbing men on the street; and 
98 
•. 
indeed this behaviour is actually considered to be that of a “ sex-maniac"(發妓，faat-
h^u) by many other sex workers. Ah Mei said that her face skin was not thick 
enough for her to actively "seduce" clients. Clients who wanted her would pay 
attention to her themselves, according to her. "You have to maintain your dignity on 
the street," she said. 
Most of the women said that after taking heroin, they felt nothing when having 
sex. I am not sure if this is one of the reasons for their continuous drug use, but it 
may be that drugs help these women separate themselves from their real "sexual 
feelings." They always say that drugs "stop my thinking." I suspect from what they 
told me, then these drugs help to put their bodies and mind in a condition that 
temporarily disconnects from the "normal" codes of value. Drugs also help them to 
ignore the pedestrians' unfriendly gazes, and enable them to interact with the clients 
without "thinking too much," which is a phrase that I think means "thinking about 
shame." This may to an extent lighten their direct experience ofbeing exploited or 
looked down upon by others and by themselves, while doing this heavily stigmatized 
job. 
As I mentioned above, dressing up is a way to say "pleased to serve you." This, 
.¾ 
other than pleasing clients, has an important function of saving the workers' own 
faces. These women mostly think that a woman should not directly say "pleased to 
serve you," since this phrase would refer to such a naked exchange ofbody and 
money on the streets. Dressing up and wearing make-up is also a professional code, 
which is supposed to be done while working, in order to put on a proper face for 
workers. However, these women do not dress-up too much. On the one hand they do 
not spend too much on dressing up since most of them do not have much money. On 
the other hand, I think they do not think that these clients on the streets, who pay 
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such a small amount, really deserve a well-dressed sex worker. 
Not stealing is an ethic especially mentioned by some sex workers. Ah Pin 
once ran after a client who left his wallet in the hotel room. He felt gratitude and 
treated her to tea. Ah Mei criticized some women who stole clients' money when 
they were not aware. For her, stealing meant that she was not good enough to charge 
clients money legitimately. 
However, there are some sex workers who do steal from their clients. This 
happen quite often, especially for those having serious drugs and money problems. 
C) Laboring in Other Social Relationships Concerning Work 
To my informants, their major emotional labour concerns the social 
stigmatization of their job. They also have to bear the pressure of various potential 
problems concerning their safety, such as robbery and arrests. 
Concerning social stigma, one primary problem they must deal with is how to 
explain andjustify their work to themselves, since it is perhaps the most stigmatized 
profession in society. Ah Lam told me that her clients were all nice and would not 
take out their fmstrations on her. However, it is emotionally difficult for her to settle 
down in this job, making her angry with herself. She had to explain that she did this 
V •. 
job because she was divorced and needed the money to support her family. 
Aside from their self-blame, these women have to bear great social pressure 
everyday, including the unfriendly gazes of pedestrians and residents in the building 
they work in. Many of them have gone through a period of self-struggle to be able to 
raise their heads and face these gazes. Many of them need drugs before work, in part, 
perhaps to avoid the effects of these gazes. Some ofthem pick a working time of 
midnight (like Ah Hung and Ah King), when there are less people on the street to see 
them. Most of them are very polite to the residents in the buildings where the 
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guesthouses are situated. Every time the residents climb up and down the stairs, the 
sex workers move to give way. Sometimes harsh words are uttered by these residents 
towards the sex workers. 
They also have to leam how to face their families. Some of them, like Ah Lam, 
do not want their families to know about their profession. These women must make 
up stories about their fakejobs andjob environments for their families. They must 
make up frequent excuses, for instance, Ah Lam said that her company had work for 
her to do in the mainland when she was actually injail for a month. Most ofthose 
whose families do not know about theirjob separate their private space by choosing 
to work at Un Chau Street, as it is far from their homes. For those whose families 
know, they too have to manage carefully the interrelation of different aspects of their 
lives. For instance, Ah Kwui tried very carefully to teach her daughter about the 
importance ofthe relationship between a mother and a daughter. She always wanted 
to set a good example for her daughter. One can sense that she has to pay extra effort 
to the relationship, since her mother and daughter, who live with her, both know that 
she was "earning men's money," but are just not sure which aspect of the sex 
profession she is in. 
,v 
I have mentioned many examples of these social rel^ionships in other chapters 
(see chapter one and chapter eight), so I will not repeat them here. 
The other part of their emotional labour is to bear the pressure of risk, for 
example, of police arrest and robberies. According to most of my informants, the 
policemen have to arrest a certain number of sex workers within a certain period, in 
order to give a report to their bosses. Ah Pin once especially mentioned the pressure: 
"Working in this profession is always full ofpressure. We are always worrying about 




ofthe police. She thought the biggest advantage of "decent business" over sex work 
was the lack ofthreats from police. Robberies are also something that threaten them, 
especially for those who work late at night. I shall talk about these matters in detail in 
chapter six, about the police. 
D) WhatAboutthe Workers ‘ Pleasure? 
Enjoying sex while working is a taboo for many women on the street. Many of 
them said that it was impossible to have sexual pleasure with clients, not even having 
any feeling. Many of them said that after taking heroin, they felt nothing in sex, even 
with their louh-gung. I do not know to what extent this is true or if there is more self-
censorship in these responses. However, there are a few people who directly and 
willingly expressed their sexual pleasure with clients. 
Ah Chiu, who is not one of my major informants, said she enjoyed her work. 
She worked across districts and is now working more in Wanchai. She said there 
were more foreigners there, who had better sexual morality and were more polite. 
She mocked one ofher clients in English: "You come, I come." She liked clients who 
wanted her to attain orgasm, which is considered by her as "better sexual morality." 
Ah Mei said that some clients could arouse her. She described these encounters 
> 
as "exciting," and admitted that she enjoyed having sex wi^ some clients. She 
thought this must happen in the profession, it was just a matter of "more or less." 
"Concerning making love, you feel good when you match well with your partner." 
She thought this was also a main reason some clients like her. She developed a kind 
of "cliental affection" with these clients. 
Ah Fun did not express this directly, but I think she implied a similar message. 
Ah Fun said she hated to work in "fish-ball stalls" as I have mentioned in chapter two. 
I asked her why and she seemed not to know how to explain. She paused for a 
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moment and said: "Well, why don't they take me to a hotel and have a good fuck? 
What good is it sitting there.... One can't be on fire like that! I really hate doing 
things furtively!" She later supplemented her words by saying she was doing it for 
the money. However, I thought her "slip" told me a lot. 
However, the most common discourse on the street is exemplified by Ah King. 
I told Ah King that some women said they could have pleasure with clients. Ah King 
did not believe that. She thought that women should enjoy sex, but never with clients. 
"Did they tell you that they can be happy and there's money to eam?" She thought 
that those women lied to me, and said that I was only looking at superficial evidence. 
I found that most women on the street are doing their best to avoid any sexual 
pleasure in theirjob. It seems that it is better in these women's minds if they feel 
exploited, shameful and alienated while working. From my description about how 
they try to maintain their dignity, one can easily read that they often try to keep their 
"real selves" away from their bodies while having sex with clients. In other words, 
they try to "hide" themselves through various desexualizing body rituals: for instance, 
insisting on the use of condoms, no kissing, no touching of sensitive body parts, 
taking drugs and no inappropriate intimacy on the streets. The central principle of 
,v 
these body rituals ofhiding is to prevent any feeling and pteasure in the sex act. 
Moreover, this hiding can prevent the clients (who are considered as men who only 
pay money for sex) from "really" penetrating them. 
The logic behind these complicated rituals is very interesting. The body ofa 
sex worker, is both private (embodying the self) and public (apart from the self) at 
different times. When having sex with clients, the body is something apart from the 
self, and this interestingly means that the body is "fake" here. The "real self' is not 
there when the body is desexualized. When the "real self' is not there, the body can 
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do "dirty work," which relates sex to money. 
On the other hand, i f I try to imagine it, I can almost hear the voice screaming 
underneath these practices: "This is My Body! You can't take Me! I have control 
over Myself!" I feel as if their bodies become battlefields while working, on which 
they fight against their clients for the sanctity of their "real selves." 
Most of these women actively told me how they try to maintain their 
boundaries through these body techniques. They actually emphasize it when talking 
about theirjobs. They seemed to feel the urge to show that they have good control 
over themselves, that they are people who have the ability to discipline themselves. 
Larger societal images of these women is that they are "loose women," who 
have no self-control over the most important thing a woman has: her body, which 
signifies her "chastity." Moreover, many of them have been people who are seen as 
lacking the ability to look after themselves "properly" in a moral sense since their 
teenage years: they did not do well in school, hung out with gang members, had no 
intention of upward mobility and displayed many other kinds of socially 
unacceptable behaviour. By the present time，these women in their late thirties and 
early forties, have leamed a lot of the "knowledge" or "common sense" of the 
> 
mainstream society. They have leamed that chastity is important in order to be a 
"good woman" which means a "desirable woman." A sex worker checks herself even 
if no one is watching her and her clients in the hotel rooms. The model of a "good" 
women is like an unseen policeman in the panopticon in her heart (see Foucault 
1984). 
These women try hard to defend themselves against images ofhaving no self 
control. In order to show their "sincerity" in holding to the normal moral standards, a 




. . . . -1 
that being a sex worker is the worst thing a woman can do, and that there is no reason \ 
to enjoy their sex work except for the money that is generated from it. 
Therefore, although most of them experience no pleasure in having sex with 
clients, I can feel a certain pleasure that they take in winning the battle of guarding 
the self through disciplining their own bodies. This disciplinary work is done by 
desexualizing the body and preventing any possible pleasure in the work that they 
do. 
Notes 
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The sex workers' management of sexuality in business, I think, originates from i 
-
the expected "normal sexual relationship." This, as far as I can see, is something 
':••rM 
expected within their relationship with their "16uh-gmig." ；^  
‘ ^ 
！ 
As I have mentioned, "16uh-g^mg"(老公)verbally means "husband" in -i 
t^ 
• |..'..;.-/i; I 
Cantonese. However, it was quite clear that their "16uh-gmig" means a man they i 
••••'•^ 
were co-habitating with, but not married to. Ah Pin once said: "We don't get married, : , 
\ : 
•:••^^ 
we live together." Ah Wan once said: "It's different. When there's a marriage . H 
i;: 
certificate, it's different after all." Ah King told me that she and her louh-gong were --i 
.二 *明 
. t,i? 
getting married soon (but whether that will actually happen remains to be seen). Ah j 
Yuk was once married to a taxi driver and at that time，she withdrew wholely from I 
^ 
the profession and became a housewife. When talking about 16uh-gmig, they always ^ 
mentioned themes of "monogamous morality," "love," "family," "chastity" and so on. —‘ 
. ‘1 
According to examples like these, I understand the term "16uh-g^mg" as usually used 
to call their co-habitating male partner. So with somebody called a "louh-gong" to 
,»• 
support her with a meaning of "husband," with lawful rights, she might well have 
stopped appearing on the street, or at least, not coming for work. 
So, my feeling is that "louh-gong" on the street was meant to "mimic" the 
"normal" manAvoman relationship, using the same term that they considered used by 
the "normal society." However, they themselves drew boundaries within who and 
where these terms were used. Only when they became "normal" (quitting drugs, 
quitting sex work), and were engaged in "decent business"(正行，jing-hohng), did “ 
16uh-g^mg “ regain its "original" meaning of "husband." 
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All ofmy informants have or had 16uh-gung. Four ofthem are now living with 
a 16uh-gmig. They are Ah Wan, Ah Yin, Ah King and Ah Mei. Four ofthem were 
once married officially. However, Ah Mei, Ah Kwui and Ah Lam got a divorce later, 
while Ah Yuk's 16uh-gmig died four years ago. All ofthese women who were once 
married have children. Among them，Ah Kwui, Ah Lam and Ah Yuk are all living 
with their children as a "single-parent family." Among them, the marriages ofAh 
Mei and Ah Kwui, when they were 16 years old, were the direct result ofbeing 
I 
pregnant. This is what we call "marrying under the child's order"(奉子成婚）in \ 
Hong Kong. Moreover, most oftheir 16uh-gmig or boyfriends are triad members. � 
...,:_-j /'.2^  
A 16uh-g^mg used to be imagined as the "last stop oflife"(歸宿）for a woman •� 
in Hong Kong, which means a woman's largest happiness can only be within a — 
marriage. However, some of the women on the street choose other ways to try to J 
attain a life of "felicity." Ah Hung said it was nice spending her life living with her \ 
fHends，rather thanjust with a man. She and Ah Pin both said that developing a love | 
relationship with a woman was not impossible. I know that there is a pair oflesbians 1 
working on Un Chau Street. However, I was not able to reach them. ^ 
The stories these women told are quite complicated in their meanings; but let ^ 
me now try to sort out some important themes that I heard L the street. ,, 
(I)Growins up on the streets | 
h their earlier years, most ofthese women had boyfriends rather than 16uh-
g^mg. In my understandings, "boyfriend" seems to mean a male partner with whom | 
these women do not consider a strong and stable relationship, compared with the ] 
term 丨'16uh-giing, 4 
4 
Among my informants, Ah Pin, Ah Yuk and Ah King explicitly mentioned 1 
relationships with "boyfriends" in their early years which were "not serious" or "just 
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for fun." Ah Yuk made a more general account for everybody: "Needless to say, you ： 
.入 
must have followed some guy(SSf?)." Most of these boyfriends were from youth : j 
:•^  * I gangs. The worst possible source ofboyfriends those women believed were triads � i 
i '•^it 
who meant to make money out of these girls' bodies, without giving them love. M 
This is the "gu-yeh-jai"(姑爺仔，organized and professional pimps) who Ah 一遷 
1 
Kwui emphasized that women should be aware of. Ah Yin's case ofher former m 
boyfiiend was the one such case. He was not exactly out to make money through her; . ^ 9 
he just did nothing, and waited for her to bring money for drugs. Talking about how • 
she joined the business, Ah Yin first said that it was because her family (except her ' ^ ¾ 
mother) treated her badly, then she left andjoined the sex business. However, when ' ; ^ J 
^ 9 
talking about these relationships, she said she wanted to live with her boyfriend. That ' ^ M 
was how she left her family. : ^ 9 
Most of my informants have now become old and careful enough to detect men W^m 
who try to take advantage of them. They are less "soft-hearted" now. "Street sisters ^ B 
are a good deal more pragmatic. They see the importance of money and won't use it ^ B 
"^ ^B 
to keep a boyfriend" (Pearson and Yu 1995). However, some of them are still —^J 
a~^p 
supporting the men living with them. Are they still kept in the routine ofbeing used : ^ | 
by these men? I shall discuss this in the following sections, together with other , ' S | 
邏 
meanings I thought were generated by the stories they told, concerning "love" and ” ^ J 
"happiness." ^ S 
"Love" and "felicity" are concepts much more attached to women than to men , ^ H 
'^M^ H^ 
• . . .^m 
in this society. The meanings or values, that I shall discuss here are true in various 、々'#，• 
degrees for each of them. It is important that these are not overgeneralized for every .^^B 
one ofthem. However, I believe that these norms or values send important messages , ^ j | 
concerning these women's basic perception in terms of gender relationship, . ^ ^ H 108 ' 4邏
themselves as women, and women in a stigmatized profession. 
(II) Criteria for a Louh-gung 
A) Good-looking 
It seems that this is quite important in general. Even experienced and 
thoughtful Ah Kwui thought that she might easily fall in love with a good-looking 
guy. She once mentioned that if a client were good-looking, she would feel a kind of 
low self-esteem. It was because she might fall in love, but thinking ofher "bad 
quality" and his "good quality," there was no reason that he would love her. Even if 
he said he did, she should be careful, realizing that he might want to take advantage 
ofher. 
B) Sincerity 
Ah Pin once talked about whether a client who tried to chase sex workers 
would be accepted. She thought that most of these clients did not mean it. Yet ifthey 
showed their sincerity, and were willing to help when these women needed, he may 
be accepted. She had this regular client, Ah Kwan, who had chased her for a few 
years. Originally, she was considering accepting him but eventually she gave up on 
him. She was puzzled because she thought that this man asked for too much sex and 
•«• 
gave too little care, yet giving him up meant a loss of econemic resources and 
emotional company. 
Once he could not provide the money to pay her bail, which led to her spending 
some time in detention. He went to the police station and explained that his children 
had taken the money to pay the rent, so he could not help. Yet Ah Pin was convinced 
that he was lying. I observed that she gave herself a reason not to accept him. In this 
case, Ah Kwan lost his credibility. I think it was less because he lied than because of 
his "record" oflack of sincerity, as he declared he wanted arelationship, but 
109 
•. 
_• • ' 
expressed itjust in sexual drive. "Pure sex" is usually not accepted as an expression 
oflove and caring by many women in our society, and not by these women either. 
C) Within the Group 
Because Ah Fun had an extremely bad impression of the police force, she had 
great doubts about accepting a policeman who wanted to be her boyfriend. She once 
asked him ifhe had ever made false arrests. He said no, but she did not believe him, 
because she had seen many "nasty things" concerning the police. She felt that police 
were "the enemy," so she felt uncomfortable with having a "police" as boyfriend or 
16uh-g^mg. 
D) "SuccessfulMen" 
Like many other women, they would like their 16uh-gung to be "someone." Ah 
Pin, sometimes complained about Sen (her former 16uh-gmig) for his violence and 
because he sometimes forced her into sexual acts, and said she had "affection" rather 
than "love" for him. Nonetheless, she praised him for being an able man. "When I'm 
with him, I feel safe when I,m out there. He's really great, you know. I watched him 
work up the ladder, from a small potato to a big brother in the triads." 
Ah King also praised her present 16uh-gung as a mature and able man. Her 
16uh-gmig worked as a drugs trafficker. She said that he w^s working hard, he gained 
the money so she did not have to work when he was not injail. She said he wanted to 
make more money and leave the underworld. One day when they eamed enough 
money, then they would tum to a legal business, she said. It seemed that he was the 
man who might be able to bring her out of this underworld life, and he indeed gave 
her certain kind of a underground middle-class status. I shall discuss this 
"underground middle-class" issue in later parts concerning these women's household 
economics in this chapter. 
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(III) Sex and Love 
My informants very often compared sexual relationship with their 16uh-gung to 
compare to sex with clients, to emphasize the difference. 
For instance. Ah Kwui emphasized that kissing would reveal one's true feeling 
when making love; kissing was very close because one could "taste" the other 
person. 
Ah Mei, who was the only one who admitted sexual pleasure with clients 
among my major informants, said that pleasure was different between 16uh-gung and 
client. "With 16uh-gmg it's with love; with clients there's no love, but there may be 
something exciting ~making love needs a good partner." 
Ah King also declared a lot of things that her clients were not allowed to do 
with her. However, she said that "Ifit's 16uh-g^mg, of course everything is OK!" 
Nevertheless, "fucking from behind" (anal sex) was never acceptable for anyone. Ah 
Lam and Ah Yuk also emphasized that women, who had sex not for love, nor for 
money, but only for sexual pleasure, were lusty and unworthy. In Hong Kong, it 
seems, if a woman has sex for love, it is fine; for money, she is "unworthy" but in 
some cases worthy ofsympathy; but for pure sexual pleasure, she is unquestionably a 
•«• 
tramp. In other words, a woman is supposed to have sex fc :^ any reason other than 
sex itself. However, recently, for some middle class women, this seems to be 
changing. Having one-night-stands for some trendy young women is acceptable, at 
least within their sub-culture. Nonetheless, the above hierarchy of l)love, 2) money, 
and 3)sex is still valid for many. 
On the other hand, there were also people who had very unsatisfactory sex with 
16uh-gung. According to Ah Pin, she did not felt much love for Sen. Her major 
reason and evidence of "not loving him very much" was that, she felt nothing when 
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they had sex. " A f f e c t i o n " _ _ rather than " l o v e " @ _ was the word for the 
relationship she used. She said maybe it was because she took drugs, which affected 
her sexual hormones. However, her feeling for him while making love did not 
change after she quit drugs. She even resented making love to him, especially when 
he forced her into it. "He always said: Ah Pin, don't you treat me like that! (not 
showing interest in making love to him). Be careM: I might change my mind about 
loving you someday," she said to me. It was most difficult for Ah Pin, when he asked 
for oral sex. Ah Pin was not willing to do it most of the time. She would do it for the 
money and for someone she loved, but not for a 16uh-gmig who she did not enjoy sex 
with. Once he requested oral sex very strongly after he came home drunk. She 
refused; he threatened her, pressed her head down and made her do it. She was 
weeping while she did it. According to Ah Pin, he did not know that she was 
weeping. Yet, I suspect that he was just pretending that he did not know. 
From their descriptions, we can see that the central theme of "good sex" must 
be something within "love" for the women. However, even with someone they love, 
the kinds ofsexual behavior acceptable seemed also quite limited. However, I found 
the degree ofconformity to this morality varies among these women. 
少 
For instance, in Ah Pin's case, she defined her "love'^>ith "whether or not she 
feels good while making love." In other words, whether she loved someone or not 
was subject to be defined by her feeling while having sex. In this sense, she reverse 
the "normal" hierarchy of"sex comes after love." 
Q[V)The Meaning ofReproduction Within a Relationship 
When they stayed in a relatively stable relationship with a certain man, either 
they or the man want to give the man's family an heir. This is still quite an important 
thing for a "well-qualified" wife. However, the meanings are different in different 
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conditions. As earlier noted, Ah Kwui and Ah Mei were married when they were 
teenagers "under the order ofthe baby." It seems that in the late 1970s, marriage was 
the only way out ifawoman was pregnant. Otherwise, she would be considered 
morally corrupt (things may seem better now, but unmarried mothers continue to be 
discriminated against). Meanwhile, abortion (which was totally illegal in Hong Kong 
then) was unfamiliar with the public and doing it illegally sounded too risky. 
Ah Fun and Ah Pin once had a middle-class living standard with their former 
16uh-gung. Not having a child was one of the most important elements of why the 
relationships split up. 
In Ah Fun's case, she did not want to be a mother after careful consideration. 
"My 16uh-gmig wanted to force me to give birth to a baby, but I was determined not 
to. At last he was disappointed and said: 'You decide yourself!' I was too young! I 
was only 23，I didn't yet understand life well myself, how could I take care ofa 
child!? I wasjust totally incapable of doing that!" 
In Ah Pin's case, she was not able to give birth to a baby. She said maybe it 
was because she had had too many abortions. Once she was pregnant, but she was 
not sure whether it was Sen's (her former 16uh-gmig) or a client's child. Sen's 
.»i 
mother insisted that she not have the baby, while Sen wanted very much to have a 
baby, eventually, she had an abortion. Later, Ah Pin knew that he had fallen in love 
with another girl in his hometown in mainland China. By that time she was still 
thinking about having a child so that she could be the "big" wife. She did not really 
care that much ifsomeone would be the second wife, ifat least she could maintain a 
more stable life. However, this hope was broken. The mainland girl got pregnant, and 
they got married and Ah Pin and Sen split up. 
Ah King also revealed her hope ofhaving a child, so that the relationship 
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between her and her present 16uh-gung could be maintained. Ah King thought their 
love grew less passionate now. She also said it was a pity she could not give birth to 
a child. "IfI could," she said, "the passionate love could be continued." Her theory 
about marriage or a love relationship was that after some time ofhot love, the 
affection cools. Therefore people had children, so that after some time, both parties' 
emotional needs would be directed to the child and less to each other, so the 
relationship could be continued. So, a child is a "stabilizer" of a relationship for her. 
Concerning having babies, Ah Wan considered this as something only done 
after a formal marriage, that is, after being "normal." Actually, she thought that there 
was something wrong with her reproductive system, but she did not go to check it 
out with a doctor. She said: "I dare not face this (a problem with her reproductive 
system) until after I am a normal person. I mean, until after I quit this job, quit drugs, 
begin doing what normal people do." While she was talking about this, however, her 
hand made a movement as if she were talking about things very distant from her life. 
(V) In Love with Woman? 
Ah Hung once said that if she were in love with a woman, it might be better, 
since women may understand each other's difficulties more. She said she had seen a 
lot ofwomen falling in love injail. Her image oflesbians eonformed to the 
heterosexual discourse that one woman must be man-like, who was known as "TB" 
(that was, tomboy). However, she could still think of examples that were not like 
what she hadjust described. 
As far as I could see, Ah Hung was quite positive about "homosexuality." The 
night she was arrested, she was talking to other women about the relationship of a 
pair of lesbians she knew. She was talking as if it was any relationship between a 
man and a woman, and was criticizing one ofthem as inconsiderate to the other. "If 
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you are at the bottom, there are social reasons, you are not the one to be blamed. But 
if you treat other people badly, it's your own fault!" Ah Pin also agreed that there 
were many lesbians injail. When I asked her if she had ever thought of living and 
being in love with a woman, she immediately shook her hands and said she was "not 
involoved in this kind of thing." However, when I revealed that I had lesbian friends 
and I did not think there was anything wrong with it, she said that it could be given 
some thought. This was because women might understand each other more. I 
perceived that her first denial was a reflex action to protect herself from a social 
stigma of homosexuality. Her later response, however, should not be taken to mean 
that she was a lesbian. 
When these women talked about their lesbian friends, I seldom felt that they 
hold discriminatory attitudes towards them. It was just like talking about anybody. 
There was at least one pair oflesbians working on Un Chau Street. However, it was a 
pity I was not able to reach them. 
(T7) Monogamous Morality 
The sense of monogamous morality, like attitudes towards sex, varies among 
these women, forming a very complex picture. 
, v 
A) Women 's Rulesfor Women: '% 
Ah Lam thought that the kind of obedience and morality that was required 
among women was "old-fashioned." Yet, she considered monogamy a must. 
When we chatted and talked about relationships. Ah Yuk emphasized that her 
husband was "registered." She thought that before marriage, one could love many 
men and even go to bed with them, since one was still choosing. Yet, after marriage, 
one had to be faithful. The first reason she could give for this was because ofthe 
children. "Even if there was not any child there was a marriage, which keeps you two 
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together. What can you choose after marriage? You can't divorce this one and marry 
that one! A woman is not 'hing-heiuig'(^^, worthy) with so many marriages! My 
husband was a formal and registered one. I did not find another man for marriage! I 
think too many marriages are not proper. Think about it: people would ask you if this 
is marriage number what? You'd feel ashamed! ” she said. 
When I said that men would not lose face if they had many marriages, she 
agreed with me, but said that this was a difference since "ancient times." However, 
she said that if all her female neighbors had many marriages, she would not mind 
marrying more than once. 
B) Women ’s Rules for louh-gung: 
Ah King, following the argument that her 16uh-gung was "open" about herjob, 
since he had "played with all kinds of women," believed that he would not have an 
affair or go out to play with women any more. She believed that he had had enough 
of experiences of that kind: "My louh-gLmg? My 16uh-gmig does not go to play 
around -- well, even ifhe does, he won't let me know, but as far as I know he doesn't. 
So he had played with women all these years, and he's now feeling his age - he's 38 
now - he won't be like those youngsters again. 38 years old, his mind is now on how 
少 
to gain money and settle down." And that was of course wkat Ah King hoped most, 
too. 
Ah Mei was not worried that her 16uh-gung would have an affair or have any 
kind of sexual relationship with any other woman. Although she slipped the words 
that "I don't mind ifhe did that occasionally (逢場作戲)，but not ifhe persisted," she 
immediately said that, "Ifhe respects me he won't go spend money on this kind of 
entertainment. Ifhe spent all the money I earned from men to play with woman, why 
don't I just do it for free? I am not going out to play with men, I'm working." 
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C) Louh-gung's Rulesfor Louh-poh (老婆,co-habitating female partner): 
About Ah King's work, she said her 16uh-gmig did not like it. However, she 
also said that he did not mind and they never had disagreement over her profession: 
"He's open about this. Before this, he was working in a love hotel. He had played 
with all kinds of women." Her descriptions showed a confused picture: did he mind 
or not? Was it that he had sex with so many women that sex had become s6 casual, 
like eating, that he did not mind? However, he did not like herjob. I suspected that 
all this was based on the mutual belief that she only did it when they needed money. 
The kind of "jealousy," or rather face problem, was serious between Ah Fun 
and her former 16uh-g^mg. I asked Ah Fun ifher former 16uh-gmig was concerned 
about her pastjob in the nightclub. She answered right away: "No." Nevertheless, 
before this，she had told me that he thought there were too many men going to the 
massage parlour for her services. She said: "I don't know why we broke up. He said 
that it was because of drugs, I say it was because ofhis doubt as to my 'fidelity.' He 
said that I flirted with men (、溝仔，kau-jai) everywhere. Actually, business was bad in 
the massage parlour. I just went to ‘flirt, with some customers to come to our parlour. 
I did not work in the parlour. They just came for the other girls. Actually business 
• V 
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became very good at my time. I don't think anything's wrong! I don't know what 
kind of -ism he adopted “ 
In this case, Ah Fun was just trying to helped her 16uh-g{mg 's business, but her 
16uh-gung might feel losing facing when his friends were talking about his 16uh-p6h 
(老婆）flirting with other men. Ah Fun, who refused to give birth to a baby and also 
flirt with clients of the parlour seriously affected his status of the head in the 




D) Men 's Rules for Men: 
It seems that, from what the brothers of Ah Fun's former 16uh-gung said to him, 
that a man with face should not have a "whore" as a "16uh-p6h," who would have sex 
withjust any other man. Nevertheless, many men take it as natural that men go to sex 
workers. They are supported by the myth of a "stronger male sex drive," and that 
masculinity can be proved by genital ability to penetrate/conquer many women. 
E) The "ThirdPerson" 
Although they all emphasized monogamous morality to different degrees, there 
were chances that they themselves would become "the third person"(第三者),"the 
intruder" in a relationship. 
Ah Yuk's boyfriend (after her ex-husband died of cancer) had a wife in the 
Mainland. She became a Hong Kong "yih-naaih" (二奶，second wife) then. "I 
couldn't stand it. My friend reminded me that ifhe was not willing to divorce that 
woman，it's no good. I thought that the woman would certainly not divorce him - he 
only went back there 2 or 3 days per month and gave her a stable income; the rest of 
the time she was free to go anywhere and do anything - how could she divorce him 
to lose this stable income!?" said Ah Yuk, "I knew that it wouldn't work out between 
. 乂 、 
him and me." Ah Hung was by her side when she said this,and agreed that this kind 
of affair was not going to have a "good outcome." What she meant by "good 
outcome" was to be together forever, or at least have the intention to do so. 
In Ah Pin's case, the matter was more complicated. Her 16uh-gmig also 
married another woman on the Mainland. Within the period when he was married to 
this man in China but she was still living with him in Hong Kong, her status became 
very vague. According to the sequence oftime, that woman was the "intruder," but 
according to the social recognition of official marriage, Ah Pin was the "intruder." At 
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that stage Ah Pin did not mind being the "first wife." It wasjust that the men's heart 
was no longer with her，and Ah Pin and her 16uh-gmig eventually split up. 
On the other hand, Ah Mei was still mad at that woman who "took" her 
"husband": "That woman who stole my 16uh-gung is worse than I am, she destroyed 
my family happiness. I f I am not a good woman, she's not a decent one either!" She 
was even more angry since this was a women whom she had known for a long time. 
(VII) Official Marriage 
Most of these women seemed to take official marriage very seriously. 
Ah Yuk strongly emphasised that her relation with her ex-husband was a 
"registered" marriage. She limited her freedom of loving different people and having 
sex with different people (other than for herjob) to before the day she got married. 
Once married, she thought that a woman should try her best not to marry again, 
otherwise she would lose face. 
Ah Wan thought that if there was a marriage certificate, it was a big difference. 
She drew the line at being willing to get married and have babies only after being 
"normal." The central meaning ofbeing "normal" was to quit drugs and quit herjob 
as a sex worker. "IfI am still abnormal, I don't know ifI could dump him (her 16uh-
g^mg) or not," she said. "You can dump him even if you are married," I replied. "It's 
different. When there's a marriage certificate, it's different after all," she said. From 
her words, it seemed like a person's felicity only depended on marriage. Marriage 
was also considered a "good future plan." Ah King sounded very sweet and innocent 
when asked about her future plan, telling me once they had enough money, they 
would get married and shift to a "decent business." 
Although the degree varies, we can see that these men's monogamous morality 
was applied more strictly to themselves, than to their male counter parts. Even when 
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they said their 16uh-gmig should not go out with other woman (e.g. Ah Mei and Ah 
King), they seemed to leave a space as a buffer: even if the men did, they would still 
tolerate it. On the other hand, when some of them became "intruders" into a 
monogamous relationship, they felt displaced and confused, more so if it involved 
men they cared for. They did not seem to consider themselves "the third person" or 
"intruder" into the relationships of clients and their girlfriends/wives. This is because 
"emotion" is the central theme for these women when talking about love. This gives 
the sex workers a strong reason for believing that they are not "selling themselves" to 
their clients, and also that they are not women who intrude into others' love 
relationships, since the body does not count in "love." Under this rationale, they are 
still "good woman." 
O^III) Who's the Breadwinner2-Economic Conditions in Households 
Four ofthese women, namely, Ah Wan, Ah Yin, Ah Mei and Ah King are 
living with their 16uh-gmig now. Except for Ah King, the other three are 
economically supporting their 16uh-gmig, who work on part-time basis or do not 
work at all. 
In the earlier part ofthis chapter, I mentioned that these women, earlier in their 
lives，more or less let boyfriend pimps introduce them to thejob and split their 
income with these men. Some of them even economically supported the boyfriends' 
drug habits. Now many have stopped doing this. However, among the four living 
with 16uh-g^mg, three were supporting their 16uh-gmig. What did they think about 
this? 
Ah Mei said she did not feel uncomfortable having to economically support her 
i 
partner. "Being a couple, you can't calculate that much about who supports who. I f I 
had to calculate, why would I keep him? Why wouldn't I just spend the time to 
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entertain one more client and eam more money? Lots of people don't understand, 
they think that a 16uh-gimg must support his 16uh-p6h, but that's not right." 
When I talked to Ah Wan, I said something like: "Does your 16uh-gung.. • “ She 
interpreted my question quickly by saying that: "He doesn't work." I found this 
reaction highly meaningful. Generally, it is not acceptable if a woman has to 
economically support her husband. It is even worse if she is a sex worker. Ah Wan 
might be very sensitive to questions that might be related to this. Therefore she 
responded quickly without even knowing what my question would be. 
Generally in Hong Kong, men economically supported by women are looked 
down upon and are described as "eating soft rice"(食軟飯).The woman who 
supported him would either be considered a love fool who "pays for what she is not 
supposed to have to pay for"(倒貝占)；or she might be considered a fierce woman who 
controls the household. If the women kept him by working as a sex worker, the men 
usually were even more looked down upon by normal society. Among certain social 
groups, however, if these men were well-organized and could have different women 
working for them, they might be looked up to, and be proud of themselves. From this 
.¾ 
norm ofheterosexual relationship, we can see that the social expectation of 
economical responsibility between a couple is not a shared one, but a distinct 
responsibility as well as power of men. 
However, looking at these women's lives, I would say that their situations were 
not so clear-cut. Actually, I found that taking tums in supporting one another was 
one of their strategies of living with their l6uh-g^mg. Ah Pin, Ah King, Ah Mei and 
Ah Wan all experienced such taking tums. Ah King and Ah Pin were the economic 
support before their 16uh-gmig worked their way up in triads; after their 16uh-g{mg 
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became high in the triads, they supported the women. Ah Mei's 16uh-gung once 
worked, too. However, she explained that his defect in the eye defect made it 
difficult for him to find ajob. Ah Wan explained that her 16uh-gmig took care of the 
economic support when she was in hospital (Ah Wan has asthma and was in 
hospitals several times). Ah Yin's boyfriend also worked on a part-time basis. In the 
former two cases, Ah King and Ah Pin's household actually became a kind of 
underground middle class, in economic terms, and they "did not have to work" and 
stayed home. In the latter two cases, Ah Mei and Ah Wan were the consistent 
economic supporter of the households, while the 16uh-gung took up part-timejobs, 
just as many housewives in "normal families" do. 
Let me speak further about what I call the "underground middle class." This is 
a term I use to describe the comparatively economic well-being of some ofthe 
couples and their norms and moral values. Ah Fun illustrates this. Her first sentence 
about her 16uh-gCmg was: "When I was with my former 16uh-g^mg, I did not have to 
work." However, actually, she managed his massage parlour. He was seldom there, 
so she was always the one responsible for it. So her situation was a little different 
from that of Ah Pin and Ah King, who stayed at home and became housewives. 
•»• 
Ah Pin had a particularly difficult time in her underg^und middle class 
household. She was not as in love with her 16uh-gmig as Ah Fun or Ah King were, 
and there was nothing for her to do while at home, and her 16uh-gmig was often not 
there. But when he was there, she was afraid that he would request some sexual 
behavior which she did not want to do. Boredom could be a disaster to a person, 
when there is not much love, not many friends, and nothing to do and also continued 
to be socially looked down upon. 




(who joined the business after the divorce), Ah Yuk (whose taxi driver husband died 
after 16 years of marriage) and Ah Mei (who broke up bitterly with her ex-husband), 
were also once housewives. However, they could never attain the economic status 
that Ah Pin, Ah King and Ah Fun in those underground middle class households 
were able to attain. This was because the "decent" men these women came to know 
were usually working class people. There is a class issue here, that working class 
men's choices of wives and girlfriends can for the most part only be within their own 
class. There is also a likelihood of shared experiences ofbeing rejected by schools 
and the upward mobility mechanism. Moreover, before becoming a sex worker. Ah 
Lam and Ah Mei worked in lower segments of the service industry and factories 
respectively. "Potential husbands" working in "decent business" are living in these 
areas too, who are mostly working class men. 
The unequal wealth distribution within Hong Kong society only gives little 
share to people not able to join the upward mobility game. Therefore, if they play 
according to the mles and work in "decent business," they will be mostly kept poor, 
or at least not wealthy, for the rest of their lives. 
(IX) What is the Meaning of Having a Louh-gung ？/ Bein g in Love? 
, v 
"Having a 16uh-gung" does not necessarily bear the s ^ e meaning as "being in 
love." For my informants, and I think for most of us, the best situation seems to be 
the two in one. But people can often manage the situation when the two things 
practically are not one. This is as true for people in standard marriages, although the 
sex workers' job defines them as sexual deviants. Here, I would like to look at what 
they seek in these relationships. 
The first time Ah Fun talked about her former 16uh-gmig, we were talking 
about drugs. She was saying that she really needed the drugs to keep on living, since 
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life was so boring. Suddenly she made a sharp tum to say: "When I first met my 
16uh-g^mg, he was really nice to me. I didn't have to work! Really, nothing!" It 
seemed that if she did not want to live a boring life，so she had to use drugs, or else 
she had to have a man. 
Ah Mei's description ofher present relationship was that it was "very good." 
She said the two of them were as one and "almost could not live without each other." 
She thought that her 16uh-gmig was a tender and caring person, "although he is a 
triad member, he does not treat you bad if you treat him well." Also, he did not have 
any "bad hobbies" (like gambling) now. She, a non-drug-user, tried hard to help him 
quit drugs several years ago and they finally succeeded. 
She went on teaching me about what was important for a woman: "There are 
three stages for a woman in love: when you first meet him, when you marry him and 
when you have children. The three stages are different. A husband is the most 
important thing for a woman, children are second. You only have children after you 
have a husband. When the children grow up, they have their own lives. They will not 
be by your side. Some women don't understand this. They bring up the children by 
themselves, and when the children get married, they feel that the children's partners 
• V 
have taken their children from them, so they quarrel with the children's partner. 
That's not right." 
While talking about relationships, Ah Lam expressed herself with words like: 
"You'd rather have nothing than takingjust anyone (寧缺無濫).…Never get married 
only for the sake of getting married, never eat only for eating.... Never get married 
only because all of your friends do. This is the stupidest thing in the world." Before 
this I had told her that I did not consider that getting married was a must, and that 






attitude towards love, sex and marriage, was considered "deviant" by her. My idea 
did not seem to her as something compatible with the idea that, heterosexual 
monogamous relationship was the only legitimate kind of "love" relationship. 
Therefore, I did not think that she was talking about me while saying: "Never get 
married only for the sake of getting married....“ 
Ah Lam agreed that she exchanged something for sex in a marriage; however, 
she emphasized that the things she exchanged for were very different from what she 
exchanged in the sex business. Within the profession, she gave sex in exchange for 
money; within a marriage, sex is exchanged for other things like "love" and a 
"complete family." 
Ah Hung did not express a desire to be in love: ” What's good about being in 
love? I am quite happy by myself now. Moreover, women in our profession will be 
despised by the man you are together with. I don't have a partner, not actually 
because I fear he wouldn't like my job, but.... I get a headache when somebody is 
beside me. I don't know whether I should accommodate him or not, right? Ifhe's a 
male chauvinist, I can't stand him. IfI am tougher than him, it's even worse. I bet we 
fight all day long. So I say to myself, don't get involved." When I admitted that I was 
also troubled by a relationship at that time, she said: "ThenVou are not clever 
enough!" 
Nevertheless, when Ah Yuk said that her relationship with a married man was 
not "fruitful," Ah Hung also agreed that it was not wise to get into a relationship in 
which no "outcome" can be expected. She too seemed to adhere, finally, to a middle-
class ideal. , 
Many of those who had experienced long-term relationships, described the 
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like habits ofliving together, liking each other and friendship, while "Love" means 
something like romance and passionate love. They seemed a little annoyed by this 
transformation, they worried about passion fading away, leaving only affection. 
PC) Negotiated Felicity 
From my informants' stories, we can see several important elements they seek 
in a love relationship. Basically, they thought that a 16uh-gmig that was able to 
economically support their lives was "felicity." So if they were the breadwinners in 
the household, most of them felt uncomfortable about it. They seek quite a heavy 
emotional dependency in this relationship, and usually claimed to be willing to give a 
lot and take care of their 16uh-gung's lives. Moreover, they applied a much more 
stricter monogamous morality to themselves than to their male counter parts, like 
most women do. Put in one word, these women seek for a "normal family life" as 
"felicity." For instance, Ah Wan directly expressed this by saying that she had to be 
normal before considering an official marriage, and Ah King happily believed that 
she and her 16uh-gmig were on their way to change their lifestyle to a "decent" 
business. 
One can easily see that, their idea conformed, to various degrees, to the 
> 
patriarchal design of sex roles. These include the ideas of 'yivision of labour" that 
men work "outside" (more important) and women stay "inside" (less important). Men 
who economically depend on people are considered "useless," while women should 
take up the role of caretaker in the household, and should "follow" their men. 
Women's felicity depends on finding a man she can depend on. Women should 
reproduce the heir for their men. Women are not allowed to enjoy sex other than with 
a single man they "belong" to. Women equate sex more with love, or at least having 





sexual drive ofmale" that is less controllable.... These arejust a few of the standard 
societal assumptions that these women seem to adhere to，despise their lives as 
deviants from societal mainstream. 
Of course, as I have repeated above, there are exceptions. The sex workers' 
lives must meet the contradictions within this patriarchal design. When this happens, 
they re-arrange the value systems they adhere to. Ah Fun, for instance, refused to 
give birth to a child according to her former 16uh-gmig's will. She insisted on not 
bearing a child while "I myself don't understand life well." She also violated the 
morality of a "good wife," who should not flirt with other men, although shejust did 
it to bring more clients to her 16uh-gmig 's massage parlour. 
Ah Hung even refused, at the time we met, to believe her greatest happiness 
had to be living a life with a 16uh-g^mg anymore, after knowing her tough character 
was not compatible with any man. She thought about women as lovers. Yet, her best 
choice by far, was to live with friends. 
Another example was Ah Mei, who considered the idea of "weak men 
dependent on women" is silly. In her words, she considered earning income for the 
household was not a distinct responsibility of the man. She also took up the strong 
role in the relationship. Moreover, she admitted enjoying shx with much pleasure 
outside of love relationship, a big taboo for many ofher colleagues. 
The mainstream discourse of sex roles is one which puts the sex workers under 
stigma. As sexual deviants, they are pressurized to take in many mainstream, middle-
class sexual moralities and discipline themselves accordingly. However, also as 
sexual deviants, they often meet contradictions between this middle-class logic and 
their personal characters or practical situations. In these times, they have to negotiate 
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with these ideas and the people who embody these, to make things best for 
themselves. In the next chapter, I shall explore their negotiations with another two 
•—. 
groups of people: the police and triads. ：； 
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C h a p t e r S i x 
S t r e e t O r d e r : 
T h e L e g a l a n d I l l e g a l F o r c e s 
ffl; The Legal Force 
A). Some Game Rules and Background Stories 
On the Police 
In Hong Kong law, simply holding the identity of a prostitute is not illegal, but 
there is a law charging people with "soliciting for immoral purpose," which put the 
street sex workers under legal threat. Since many of the sex workers on Un Chau 
Street are drug users, they may also be charged with "possession of dangerous 
drugs." The police have two main methods against local sex workers. They send 
undercover police ("fong-seh,"放蛇）and check the love hotels ("ch^-paaih,"查 
牌)1. Usually, the police come during the period ranging from 4pm to lOpm. 
Sometimes, there is "special event," for instance, around July 1, 1997，or around the 
legislative council election, or after a complaint has been raised by a councilor, or the 
day after some media try to make some stories out of the legendary Un Chau Street， 
and so on. On these days, the police go and come again the same day to threaten the 
• ^ k 
women and chase them away. "^  
In spring 1998，a newspaper printed a photo of Ah Wan sitting on the staircase, 
with no bra and a low-cut blouse. The newspaper said that the issue of prostitution in 
Sham Shui Po was serious. The next day when I was doing fleldwork, there was a 
team ofpolicemen sweeping the streets. My friend and I was sitting on the stairs 
chatting when they came and asked us for ID cards and searched our bags. That day, : 
two sex workers were arrested and all the love hotels were being double-checked. Ah 
Kwui said it must be the result of the District Board members seeing the newspaper 
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and immediately complaining to the police. 
The strategies used by the police have been changing, according to changing 
legislation，changing personnel in office, and changing reactions ofthe sex workers. ； 
According to Ah Kwui, who has working on Un Chau Street for ten years, in 
the past police often charge a the women with " y a u h - g m " \ » , a prostitute , 
wandering the streets). So the women were caught on the street or in the staircase of | 
buildings，and fewer were caught when checking the licenses ofthe guesthouses. j 
Later this charge was cancelled from the law book ofHong Kong. The major charges 1 
shifted to "soliciting for immoral purposes" and people were often caught on the 1 
street. However, since about three years ago, most sex workers have been arrested on 
^ 
the street, but the evidence the police based this on has been shifting to things ； 
happening in the hotel rooms^ Ah Kwui thought that this was because some women ： \ 
tried to defend themselves against the police's so-called evidence in court and 1 
succeed. The "evidence" ofthe police was always complained about by street sex ^ 
workers from different districts as being fabricated. Ah Kwui could even name the 1 
former officer in charge, when he and his team were moved to other districts，and j 
who the new boss was, and his style ofworking; information obtained from 1 
colleagues and from the police themselves. \ J 
,. ~ 
1 
In Court I 
'*： 
They are usually put on trial in Court Number 1 or 4 ofthe West Kowloon 
Magistrate, which isjust a five-minute walk from Un Chau Street Thejudges and 
these local sex workers are quite familiar with each other due to the latters' frequent 
appearance in court. 
People usually have to wait for some time before their trials. Sometimes 




the prosecuted names. If one does not show up, a court policeman comes out and 
calls again. There is，as far as I see, no rule concerning how many times they will call. 
Rather, it depends on, for example, thejudge's and court police's patience that day, 
the missing person's "record" of discipline (which is kept in mind) and other factors. 
If one does not show up after about three callings, the judge is likely to sign a 
warrant to arrest that person. Once a warrant is issued, the sentence will be heavier. 
In the courtroom, there are laser printed sheets stuck to the wall, written in Chinese, 
"advising" people to wait in the court, or they will be held responsible for anything 
that occurs in their absence. Therefore, although people sometimes wait for hours 
until it is their tum, they still come early in the moming, at the time stated on the 
court paper. 
The judge usually orders a fine for the women, ranging from $2000 to $3000 
(this price has been stable for the past few years) and asks them how long they need 
to gather this money. Usually, one month is given and hence they usually answer, 
"One month." A warrant can also be issued if one does not pay his/her fine on time. 
After these sentences, some serious cases may receive a sentence of a month or 
even months in prison. Some who are sent to the detention center on Chi Ma Wan 
(which is on Lantau Island) are usually sent there for montfes to force them to quit 
drugs. 
Judges' attitude towards these sex workers varied. During the period ofmy 
fieldwork, I often saw two middle-aged foreignjudges ^British, I suppose) and a 
young Chinesejudge4. The former ones were quite lenient while the latter was very 
strict. His attitude in court is very nasty, ifI am to judge his performance. All the 
things he said and the impatient and despising look on his face showed his serious 
discrimination against these women. Asking for lenient treatment from him seems 
131 
•M 
. … : : • : • 
• 
doomed to failure. 
B) On the "Police" 
The Enemy Theory and the Game Theory: 
Almost all of my informants mentioned that the police made up "evidence" or 
make discriminatory judgements. The most innocent case was that one was only 
standing on the street waiting for somebody, but was assumed to be nothing but a 
"keih-gaai"^(j^:^). Most of the police know the full names and nicknames ofthese 
women on the street. These women say that, for most of the time, even when they 
think the evidence is made up and the charge is false，they plead guilty. This often 
happens in the way that these women did not "seduce" the undercover policeman, but 
it is the policeman who asked for the price first. If they do not do so and win the case, 
the police will think that they do not give them face. They will be very annoyed and 
will keep on arresting that woman until the judge eventually sends her to prison or 
orders her to pay a heavy fine. The most serious thing for these women is that they 
cannot work for this period, and the livelihood of their family becomes a big problem. 
Therefore, these sex workers usually obey the rules of the game and plead guilty. 
For this reason, most of my informants hate the police. But still, their reaction 
«； 
and ways of dealing with police vary. In my opinion, their attitude can be roughly 
grouped into two categories, which I name the "Enemy Theory" and the "Game 
Theory." However, I have to remind my readers that these are only rough 
categorization, with many variations among the women. 
The Enemy Theory 
By this term I mean people who explicitly said that police were "bad guys." 
Within this category, there are people who expressed only mild bad feelings, and also 
those who expressed strong hostility against the police. 
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Among people who expressed mild bad feelings, they mostly disliked the fake 
evidence pressed against them. Many sex workers experienced being charged of 
"seducing for immoral purpose" for they "seduced" the undercover policemen, but 
actually it was the policeman who set off the encounter by asking their price. 
Among those who expressed strong hostility, they would actively discuss the 
corrupt nature ofthe police. Once while I was talking with Ah King, she suddenly 
asked me: "Is your recorder on? There's something you must take down! They say 
you break the law because you seduce men. They punish you, they fine you, they 
send you to jail. But what about those men who come and ask us to have sex with 
them? Why aren't they arrested? This is very unfair. They are human beings, we are 
too! When they send undercover police, it's the police who asked us to do things 
with them. However, when they wrote the testimony, they made up the details. 
Sometimes we are caught together with a customer. If we do not want to plead guilty, 
they pay the clients and tell them to accuse us, even if it was the client who took the 
initiative and came to us. This happens always!" 
"Oh yes, another thing. When they check the love hotels, they require you to 
open the door right away after they knock. My God, I have to put on my clothes! 
. » 
They just kick the door open or force the hotel staff to givethem the keys. They can 
look at all kinds of naked women then!" 
The other one who hated the police was Ah Hung. She once put up a strong 
resistance against what she considers as false charge, by denying the charge of 
"soliciting for immoral purpose" made by the undercover police. "I said to the 
undercover policeman: 'Why do you arrest me? I haven't received any money yet! 
It，s you who seduce me for an immoral purpose. It's you!, The judge did his job and 
I was not sentenced to anything. This offended the police. That very night, their head 
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talked to me on the street. He said: ‘ Ah Hung, don't play with us. You stepped on 
the face of our brothers. I f I want to play you (玩你，play indecent tricks against you), 
I can play with you every single night!，They just said it straightforwardly. How 
disgusting!... They really want to play me to death. Then I settled with them: ” OK, I 
don't play with you, I know what to do (識傲)." 
One night I was on the street with Ah Hung and Ah Yuk. Ah Hung finally 
changed her clothes after weeks in the same red dress. She was wearing a really thin 
blouse and it seemed that it would be quite cool for the following days. Several 
policemen and policewomen suddenly stopped our conversation and checked our 
identity cards just before I wanted to advise Ah Hung about the weather. All ofa 
sudden they caught Ah Hung and said nothing. They did not read her rights or 
anything as legally required. Ah Yuk and I asked the policemen about this，and were 
ignored for several minutes. 
Two policewomen on each side ofher carried Ah Hung away. She was looking 
back at me, with an expression I do not know how to explain. Our eyes met each 
other and I was confused. My identity card was still in the hands of the policemen 
and I thought I was not supposed to walk away from him and went to her. 
,«• 
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About one or two minutes after Ah Hung disappeared, the policeman said to 
me，"The warrant's issued." Then he walked away. I hesitated for a few seconds and 
tried to sound polite, I asked him ifI might go with her. 
"No! Ifyou like to go to police station that much, you can take a taxi! Sham 
Shui Po Police Station," he said with his back. "It's no use, they won't let you see her 
even if you were there, “ Ah Yuk said calmly. 
I really wanted to go. However I did not know what would happen ifI went to 






face to them and was too troublesome? Would these consequences be bom by Ah 
Hung? What could I do even i f I was there? Since I was quite sure that these 
policemen would not do much to me ifI took out my Chinese University student card, 
that is，ifI displayed my positive social identity, things would not be too hard for me 
i f I was still being acceptably polite. I finally decided not to go since situation was 
unclear. 
I stayed there and talked about it with Ah Yuk. Ah Yuk suspected that Ah 
Hung did not show up in court a few days ago. Ah Hung had already had "two pair 
of trousers"(ffif^S, two charges) and her time limit for paying the fine was over. 
She suspected that Ah Hung actually meant to be absent from the court last time， 
since she thought that it was certain thatjail was waiting for her. Ah Yuk said that 
Ah Hung might want to eam more before going into jail and that she would be put 
into jail for at least half a year. 
I suddenly felt a "cultural clash." I knew that being caught was a part of the 
routine, but I suddenly had to accept someone disappearing before me without a 
reason being necessarily given to her and to me (Ah Hung was just talking with us at 
the time of arrest, not working, when she was arrested). Then I did not know and was 
•«• 
not sure when I could see her again and I felt like a person'%ad vaporized before me. 
It sounded a little harrowing to me, but for Ah Pin and Ah Yuk, this was nothing 
more than ordinary. They did not talk about it with great grief, but they talked about 
it like talking about no more than some disturbing neighbors. 
The Game Theory 
People I group into this category tended to describe the street life like it was 
some game, or like dancing tango or cha-cha, when you go forth and withdraw at 
different times. Of course, they knew that this negotiation is not one with equal bases, 
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but they knew how to play the game, once they were still living on the streets. 
Among them Ah Mei's description was the most obvious one with a "game theory" 
tendency. Others I put in this group are Ah Lam and Ah Kwui. 
Not surprisingly, these are the three I think are the most theoretical people. 
Also, they are among the women who presented themselves with strong confidence 
and personality. The interesting thing is all three of them have common 
characteristics ofhaving a "presentable" face (in the mainstream sense); having once 
engaged in "formal" and "normal" marriages, all have children. I wonder if these 
reveal that they considered themselves to have more control of their lives. 
Ah Lam thought that it was best to leave immediately if there were emergent 
news about police coming (whether uniformed or undercover). Her understanding of 
"industrial safety" was as follows: the first thing to remember was to walk away 
whenever fellow sex workers around started revealing police's existence; rule 
number two was not to offend the police. She said the police would not arrest them at 
any time unless there was order from above. This was because "they don't want to 
waste energy to do this—if they take you back, they have to write down your 
testimony, they have to take your fingerprint.... All sorts of things to do! So, if you 
•» 
did not offend them, they wouldn't catch you, but if you dM, they really kill you!" 
After so many encounters with policemen, judges, court procedures and the 
like, she had a clear opinion about the definition oflaw: "Many people believe that 
even if they catch you, it's only a fine. Actually it's not.... It all depends on how the 
judge does it, he can give you a very light or a very heavy sentence. Sometimes, for 
instance, if you steal or even possess drugs, you will only be sentenced to a fine, you 
won't go to jail. All in all, there are no criteria for things like ‘crime，. It depends on 
whether you meet a kindjudge or not. Ifluck is with you, it's possible that even if 
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you were caught 2 or 3 times a month, you won't have to go to jail!" 
I have mentioned above that Ah Kwui depicted for me the changes of police 
strategy against street sex worker in recent years. Ah Fun also sensed the change and 
made an explanation: "I guess they have come to understand that it is unsafe to 
charge us with seducing others, because sometimes we haven't received any money, 
or sometimes they have to pretend to ask us for sex themselves. They now go to the 
hotels to check, since most of the money exchange is already done in the rooms." 
Ah Kwui's explanation articulated multiple layers of rationale: "The change 
has occurred since about three years ago. It was because a woman resisted the fake 
evidence and won the case. You know, different teams and heads have different 
working styles. Some teams' style is lousy. They see you, they check your ID, they 
push you into the car. Some who are better send undercover police, so you have 
nothing to say when they catch you. You know the former head of the team? He was 
complained about many times for his bad working style. Finally, all his team was 
moved to another district. It was because there was a siu-je (小姐，miss, a polite 
name for a prostitute) who resisted his made-up evidence. You know, we usually 
don't resist, for we have to make a living on the street. But when the police push far 
. • 
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too much, someone will resist! Now there is a new head, he knows that we may have 
enough evidence if we want to resist, so the police change their strategy. They now 
mostly arrest people while checking the guest houses." 
We can see that she puts the emphasis on the resistance of the women 
themselves, rather than only on a change in police strategy. However, she did not 
romanticize the power of resistance of the sex workers, since she also noticed a 
change in the personnel at the police station. She well understood the power relation 




"Most ofthe time，we plead guilty. If you don't, they will come for you 
everyday -it 's not necessary for you to get in such trouble, right? But now we are 
under great pressure. You can hear my heart beat! You know, those who come to buy 
sex from us are good citizens whose shit is scared out of them when the police yell at 
them." 
So how does she deal with the new strategy of the police? 
"Well, you have to be very careful. Now I rent a room, shared with another 
woman. It's safer to have one's own room than renting a room in a hotel now." 
Ah Mei used the old game of "soldier catching the thief^ (兵捉賊）to describe 
their relationship. "It's a kind of game. You are the thief and he is the soldier. When 
you want to be a thief youjust stay out ofhis sight, that's all. Sometimes he has to 
report to his boss with a specified number per period. Nobody can do anything about 
this! So when police are out there, you have to be smart. Once you see them, get up 
and walk away. •. Some time ago they had this kind of unstated regulation: they only 
arrested you once every half-year, so you pleaded guilty obediently. If you didn't 
cooperate, they checked you in the hotel everyday. You had a number ofbusiness 
transactions per day right? So you could be arrested many times. People with 
.¾ 
wisdom don't fight against the God in the sky." ^ 
"Well, they know you are doing it for your own living. It has nothing to do 
with their being bad or not bad; rather, they do their work and I do mine." 
Ah Mei seemed to be very understanding in the sense that everybody has 
his/her ownjob to do. Yet, if a policeman who she perceived as "abusing his power" 
(which means to her somewhat different things from the official meaning of this 
phrase), trying to press his authority over her, she would notjust take that in silence. 
The following is a conversation between her and a policeman as retold by her: 
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Policeman (P): Ah Mei，do you have to dress like a whore? 
Ah Mei (M): What's wrong with my dress. Ah Sir? 
P: Why don't you write the word "gai"? on your forehead? 
M: What's wrong? 
P: Why don't you tear off all your clothes on the street? 
M: I will tear off all my clothes at appropriate times. 
P: Ah Sir says one word, you talk back ten! You have $5000 for paying the 
bail, huh? Take her away! (to his colleague) 
M: No, I only have $300 in my pocket. 
She did not end up in being arrested that time. Her conclusion about this issue 
was: "Don't think that I am ignorant and hence can be humiliated by youjust because 
I don't have much education. I am the student of the "University of Society"(社會大 
學)8! I am not afraid of this authority! I am not like other siu-je, my back is straight!" 
I think she knows well that the policeman's bad attitude was not because she had low 
education，but because she was a "whore." However, in this statement, I think she 
wanted to show how much she knew about life on the streets and how she could 
stand firm and resist discrimination. 
.¾ 
On the other hand, she had a "good friend" who wasbnce a policemen. He is 
old now and retired. Ah Mei came to know him in the nightclub after leaving her ex-
husband, his wife was dead when they first met. Ah Mei said she would have 
"followed him" if it she had not met her present 16uh-gtmg. She even knew his 
daughter well and went to see her off in the airport when she went abroad to study. 
The Ambiguous One 一 "Tmitor"? 
Ah Wan was not so interested in talking about the police. She did not 
express much resentment against the police, nor does she theorize about them. Some 
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Other sex workers accused her ofbeing a "traitor" (二五仔)，or "gold finger"(金手指， 
police informant). ； 
Ah Pin once said that Ah Wan was one of the most unpopular colleagues on 
the street since everyone suspected she was a gold finger. Ah Pin said that recently， 
every time as the police came, Ah Wan was never caught. 
Ah Wan had to support the drug habits ofboth her and her 16uh-gmig, which 
ranged from $2000 to $3000 she said. However, she does not have a better business 
chance then others do. Moreover, Ah Wan also bore the burden of the living cost of 
the two people. She had already owed the loan shark a lot. Her economic condition 
might add to others' suspicions that she sold information to the police in order to get 
money. However, another picture that might be true was that Ah Wan did not have a 
good relationship with other women on the street, and someone started to talk about 
her and it spread as arrests were more frequent and everybody was tense. It was 
possible that she was just lucky in not being arrested. 
C) A Morning in the Court 
I have been to the West Kowloon Magistrate for quite a number of times to 
listen to trials of sex workers. One moming I was there at 9 a.m. with Ah Pin, 
• V 
waiting for her trial. There was lot of trials concerning sex work that moming. Ah 
Pin met some of the girls she had lost contact with for some time and chatted with 
them. 
A number of police, prosecuted people, reporters and court police were 
wandering the hall outside the courtrooms，waiting for their tum to perform their 
duties. Their steps echoed their impatience on the marble floor, on which the 
moming light shone through the long and slender windows. Except for the court 
police who were taking their break, everybody dressed casually. Still, you could 
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easily tell who was who. ’ 
Once she pointed out a man with his hands in his pockets and whispered to me: 
"This ch^i-lou (差偖，policeman) is very good. He wams us before the team is 
really ready to sweep the street." We chatted with a "madam" (the Cantonese English 
for a "policewoman") outside the doorway of Court No. l.This madam, Wing, was 
waiting to give evidence in the case of the owner of a love hotel in another street 
nearby. She told us that the convicted, Becky, was really amusing. Becky dressed 
nicely that day, looking just like any women in their late 30s，of good economic 
background. Wing said that they arrested her by sending undercover police, to see if 
she called girls to serve in the hotel. According to Wing, Becky could not find any 
girls that day, and then she patted her chest and said to the undercover police: "Oh, 
there's no girl — let me do it! Ok?" After she said this, a group of police were called 
into the hotel and arrested her. Becky was also charged of possession ofdangerous 
drugs. Wing then said: "We are only doing things according to order. We don't have 
private hatred against each other. You see, it was me who arrested her (She was 
pointing to Ah Pin)! Am I right, Ah Pin?" Ah Pin nodded her head. I thought that Ah 
Pin had to nod, although I did not think that Wing intended to show her power 
. * 
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through asking. That wasjust casual talk. To a degree, I think she really believed 
what she said. 
Becky seemed to be a little bit too happy and excited, while waiting for her 
trial. She walked out of the doorway of the courtroom and asked us repeatedly: "Why 
doesn't everybody go for a cup of tea? I'll pay! It doesn't matter!" She was asking 
every one of us, including the madam who arrested her and Ah Pin and I, who she 
did not even know. There was a canteen on the ground floor ofthe magistrate 
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drugs to be so high. Moreover, on the way, we met Ah Mei and her 16uh-gung. At 
that time I did not know her. She saw Ah Pin and said, "I have found you after a long 
time! ~ Is your trial held today? Is it Ok?" Ah Pinjust said it was not her tum yet and 
she was going down to here tea with us. 
In the canteen, Becky could not stop talking. She said that it was tme that she 
was a drug user, but this time it was Madam Wing who put it into her pocket. She 
said she would plead guilty in court to avoid problems. However, it was too bad they 
did it to her. A man was sitting next to her, smoking in silence. Becky said he was 
her younger brother and he corrected her: "A fictive brother." 
In the canteen, Becky asked every girl to give her contact numbers in case 
there was a client coming to her hotel for a "miss." She also told us that we could go 
to find her and gave us the address. Ah Pin and other girls seemed to agree with this 
suggestion. "There's money out there, let's eam it together!" said Becky. She kept on 
talking until another man in a suit came up and said: "Hey you! The judge has called 
you several times, ifyou don't show up, he'll sign a warrant!" 
"OK, thank you very much Ah Sir," she smiled and nodded and said, "I am 
going up now." It was then I knew that this was a policeman doing her a favor, since 
this was not his duty to call for the defendants. However@this might also have saved 
him problems since he might have to come and wait here again, in case her case was 
not done that day. We all got up and watched her trial. The sentence was a fine of 
several thousand dollars, to be paid within one month. She behaved well, kept silent 
and stood very straight in court. 
After Becky had left, Ah Pin's problem came up. Ah Mei and her 16uh-gung 
were sitting in the hall waiting for Ah Pin. Ah Mei again said, "I have found you 
after a long time! Where have you been? Things we have to settle now. Let's go 
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downstairs." She did not sound fierce but I sensed that something was wrong. I asked， . • 
"Whafs up?" and tried going with Ah Pin. Ah Mei's 16uh-gmig, who seemed to be a 'M 
. • 
fierce guy, tried to stopped me: "You wait here." I was a bit afraid: "Well, I am her »：•§ 
’ ' ' / ¾ 
friend. I think there's nothing wrong i f I accompany her, right?" I grabbed some 二 
,壞 ”k 
newspapers left by somebody nearby and said: ’Tm going to read the newspaper ;S 
^ 
while waiting for her," and then I followed them downstairs. It sounded silly but it 
.^  
1 
was the only way I could think ofto be able to accompany her, while showing these f 
‘ ？ 
i 
unknown people that I would not intervene. He repeatedly said, not too fiercely, 
"You'd better wait upstairs." I just answered, "It doesn't matter." Finally he did not 
do anything to me butjust let me follow. 
They sat down in the hall on the second floor. I sat down at a three-chair 
distance and started "reading my newspaper." Of course, my ears opened wide the 
whole time, and I was not reading a word, while turning pages once in a while. 
Ah Mei claimed that Ah Pin ran away from a loan which they borrowed 
together. Ah Mei was the guarantor and was held responsible by the loan sharks. Ah 
Mei complained that Ah Pin should not do that. There was some confusion within the 
conversation that I could not understand. Finally, Ah Mei asked for Ah Pin's home 
number and address. Then she called her home. It was Ah Pin's sister who answered 
the phone and said that Ah Pin had not returned recently. Actually, Ah Pin did not 
live there. Moreover, the phone number was correct, but the address was a fake one. 
Ah Mei's 16uh-gung asked Ah Pin for her purse and grabbed it, but found nothing 
there but court papers. He seemed to suggest something that Ah Mei disagreed with. 
By then I had stopped reading my paper, but started wandering around. 
Finally, Ah Mei warned Ah Pin: "You go to explain to the loan-shark yourself 
and repay your own part. How can you make me responsible for you like that! I f I 
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didn't accidentally meet you here, should I pay for you my whole life long? I don't 
o" ,^-
want to disturb your family. Don't make me do this!" But then she was asking her '| 
,| 
gently: "Are you ok in court today?" It was still not Ah Pin's tum yet. Ah Mei then 
i 
said, "I wish you good luck then. Remember to repay the money!" 
After they had left, Ah Pin said that this couple cooperated to cheat money 
from many other people by borrowing money together with others They would then 
ask for a large amount of interest to be paid to them from others. I listened to these 
kinds ofthings and did not want tojudge, since both sides could be "correct." There 
were too many complexities in the underground money flow. 
Then it was Ah Pin's tum in court. She had handed me all the things she had 
other than her purse, thinking that she had to go to jail this time, since the corrective 
officer did not write a good report for her^ Before giving her final sentence, the 
judge asked her if she had anything to say. She thought and decided to use the old 
and safe phrase: "Your honor, I hope you could give me a chance and I won't do it 
next time." Luck was with her that day and she was not sent tojail. However, fines 
were unavoidable. 
After I told this story to a friend of mine, uninvolved in this business, he 
asked me: "Do you think that the ones who are most bored ^re actually the judges 
and the clerks in courts?" In fact, a day in the court can be very colorful, although not 
necessary happy. Ah Pin once said to me: "There are lots offunny things that happen 
in court." (I do not mean to romanticize, there can be days filled with boredom as 
well.) But as a whole, everything that happens there tells you a great deal, about how 
people with different discursive capital negotiate their relative social status and strive 
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Triad societies are involved in the everyday life of these sex workers in various 
ways!o. A triad society as an interest group, or a sort of crime enterprise with its own 
way ofbusiness culture, means different things to the sex workers. First, as financial 
superior sectors in the underworld, a triad society can in times be the boss or the 
"bank" (or "creditor") 一 the two identities are similar 一 which provide financial 
"support" at times but sources of financial difficulty in other times. Second, as a 
trader, it is the sole provider one precious, illegal and dangerous good: drugs. Thirdly, 
as the underworld law-keepers, triad members can at times be the protector ofthe sex 
workers. Fourthly, some ofthese triad members' profession is to be pimps, or even 
pimps in an organized network. However, these pimps do not have much to do with 
my informants now, as I have mentioned in chapter five. In individual terms, triad 
members, that is the male triad members, can also be close people to these sex 
workers. I think a majority of these women once had now have a triad member as 
their 16uh-g^mg. They knew there were lots of pimps among triad members，but there 
were others who tried to establish a relationship out of affection. 
A Comparative Views of Triad Members and the Police 
In the field, I can sense, a police officer who displays his power against the sex 
workers is more despised than a triad member who does the same thing. 
Using Goffinan's framework, I interpret the "gu-waahk-jai" as "sympathetic 
others" due to stigma sharing: "Knowing from their own experience what it is like to 
have this particular stigma, some of them can provide the individual with instruction 
in the tricks ofthe trade and with a circle oflament to which he can withdraw for 
moral support and for the comfort of feeling at home, at ease, accepted as a person 
who really is like any other normal person." (1963:31-32). From this point ofview, 
we can see that, both triad members and sex workers are engaged in illegal business. 
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Moreover, most of them are from similar background (working class family, of poor ^ 
economic condition). Most of them share the characteristic ofhaving a low education \ 
- ^ 
level, which is also looked down upon in Hong Kong. Probably because of the 
shared stigma, the people in the underworld become sources of friendship and 
courtship for each other. 
On the other hand, many of the lower ranks of police actually come from 
similar social backgrounds as these people. Actually, being a police officer is not a 
bad choice for those have not much education, yet who want to have a high level of 
salary and benefits. The education requirement is at least form three, which is only 
slightly higher than most underworld people's level. Not all police are oflow 
education levels or are poor students, but there is often a certain commonality of 
background. 
Sometimes, the police (mainly males) are quite well-known as "yauh-paaih-
laahn-jai"(有牌爛仔，"hooligans with a license"). Although the women also 
complained about the triads, often they had little to complain, since the conflicts on 
the streets with triads members often arise from the women's breaking of agreed 
rules (e.g. not repaying loans on time). 
.¾^ 
p[II) Co-management of the Street Business by the Legal and Illegal Forces 
— "Managing a Vice Establishment" ？ 
From the stories I heard on the street, I found that the roles triad societies play 
are surprisingly similar to those of the police or the legal system, which is a 
disciplinary group or an ideological mechanism. They play two sides ofthe same 
coin. 
Order Keepers and Protectors 
Triad members, under the business orders oftheir "daaih-16u"(大{老，"big 
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. % brother," head ofgang), are in general responsible for intervening in disputes : | 
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between sex workers and their clients, so that the women would feel safe working in 尊 
that particular hotel and would bring their clients to work there. They make sure the 
underworld mechanism goes smoothly, and hence that particular triad keeps its 
economic and political authority over the territory. 
On the other hand, the police's "daaih-16u" is the government, or the state, 
which claims its representation of and authority over the abstract "public." Mrs. 
Wong (public relation officer of the Sham Shui Po Police), in my interview with her, 
claimed that the sex workers' profession is harmful to morality, and had to be 
removed. Therefore, in the issue of sex work, the police become the "tools" of 
society to get rid of sex work for "social good." 
In other words, theirjob is to maintain "order" and sweep away "problems" for 
normal society. They make sure the normal social mechanisms go smoothly, and 
hence that particular powerful ideological groups maintain their economic and 
political authority. 
However, not all of the police really think that sex work should be gotten rid of. 
At least some of them see themselves as doing no more than "meeting the official 
requirement" of arresting these women. I think this is part fef the reason why the 
unofficial policy of "arresting the same women every half year" described by Ah Mei 
could exist. There were also police who were compassionate towards them and tried 
to wam them before action was taken. Ah Chiu, who works cross-district, once said 
that, "The police now seem understanding. Once I heard them say: ‘They don't kill, 
they don't steal, it's not necessary to punish them heavily. They are doing it to make 
a living.'" 





they do not take the moral discourses too seriously, it does not mean that they hold 
positive attitudes towards the profession. They may also not take the dignity of these 
sex workers so seriously either. They can despise these women and be justified by 
the dominant patriarchal discourses. Even when they do not despise these women, 
the "respect" they show is a kind of favor, rather than respect shown on equal terms. 
Humiliations against my informants are quite common. These humiliations, no 
matter whether made by the policemenAvomen or triad members, most result from a 
desire to display power. This power display, in tum, is made possible by society's 
desire to discipline "sexuality," "women" and "morality." All these powers are mixed 
together and embodied by the bodies and minds of the police and triad members, 
who perform in different ways the role of order keepers, punishing those who break 
the rules. Sex work is generally considered cheap, since these women put a price on 
something that it is generally thought should not bear a price. It is also cheap as 
chastity and keeping conservative about sex is essential for a 'proper woman，，but in 
this job they are portrayed as selling themselves and their dignity for money. Street 
sex work is considered in general to be the lowest form of sex work, since their price 
is the cheapest and they expose this cheapjob in public. Therefore, they deserve this 
open humiliation in order to wam other people not to do fiis. Yet this warning effect 
may or may not be consciously felt by the officer or triad member him>Oierself. 
Another function of an order keeper is to serve as protector. One day Ah Yuk 
was robbed on the street, and a policeman helped her to catch the robber. Hotel 
keepers who are triad members also "protect" them when there are clients who try to 
press their wills against the sex workers, and who do not pay or do not pay the 
agreed price. 
I believe the reason that they help is complicated. The most obvious factor is 
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that this is theirjobs ； on the other hand, this is a question of face (with elements of 
masculinity). After all, the presupposition of someone's help implies his ability and 
authority over the person who is helped. Since this street was their territory, they 
might feel that they are losing face when things were "out of order" and 
uncontrollable right in front of them. In other words, the "help" isjust the other side 
of the coin of power and authority. 
The "Depositing Company "/Creditors 
The women owe money to loan sharks (mostly triad members) for a number of 
reasons. First, they owe money because they have to pay bail and fines ofthe legal 
system. Second, there are drug fees. Third, they may have been the guarantor for 
somebody who has fled and finally could not afford to pay the debt alone. Fourth, 
they may owe money to mahjong centres or underground gambling centres. 
The loan sharks usually do not chase after them harshly if the amount is too 
small. The way of getting the money back also depends on the style of each loan 
shark. Some loan sharks just beat the debtor if s/hQ does not retum the money on 
time, or the loan sharks may threaten himy1ier or their families by painting 
threatening words on the wall outside their apartments, and so on. Sometimes when 
the women really cannot repay, the sex workers simply flee from one district to 
another. 
Both the police station and courts also act as a source of debt for the sex 
workers. The women, once caught, expect to pay several hundred dollars in bail. 
Otherwise, they will be in detention until the date of trial, which is often about one to 
two weeks. Within this period they cannot work and eam nothing. After trial, they 
usually have to pay a $2000-$3000 fine within a month, which they can pay bit by bit 





Managing the Drugs "Problem" 
Triad societies have a the monopoly on the drug business. They do the 
international trade in drug and distribute them in local areas. They are also clever at 
setting up drug providing centres at optional places, such as in Shek Kip Mei Estate 
just next to the rehabilitation centre for drug users. 
The legal system, on the other hand, plays the role of a drug healer. Thejudge 
will sometimes send these women to Chi Ma Wan to force them to quit drugs. Once I 
went to Chi Ma Wan to visit Ah Hung. I asked "How are you?" She said，"How am I? 
I have to be good here. Don't you see how I've grown fat?" In fact she had. Their 
description is that they led a "normal" life there, meaning sleeping and waking up at 
a "normal" time, eating three meals per day, and they are forced to leam to do a 
"normal" jobs for women (e.g. using sewing machines). Therefore, they consider 
themselves "healthy" there. Ah Yuk and Ah Pin once said that they would make use 
ofthe service and quit drugs next time they get caught; though ofcourse whether or 
not they actually will remains to be seen. 
Triads/Police in the Costume ofSocial Order 
,ft-
In some sense, the legal and illegal forces operate together in keeping order on 
the streets. They seem to form parts of the same process. They solve problems for 
each other in different senses, although they also create problems for each other Q3art 
ofthis is due to the presupposed discursive opposition of the two groups). 
For instance, love hotels are quite concentrated around Un Chau Street. This, 
on the one hand, is a convenience for the triad societies who manage or own these 
establishments. Moreover, it is more effective when they have to deliver drugs or 
collect loans, since the sex workers as drug users and debtors concentrate at these 
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hotels to work. On the other hand, it is more convenient for the police to take action 
against sex workers. 
Another example is the "favor" given by both parties. The triad members have 
to keep order and help the sex workers in the guesthouses in order to bring in 
business, while the police usually do not arrest a woman right after the previous 
arrest. Both ofthese measures seem, to some extent, to preserve the sex workers, 
livelihood and standards ofliving (which would be exploited later by either one of 
these forces). 
Nevertheless, the police and the triads are both groups formed ofmany 
individual actors, and their relationship with sex workers is complicated and 
situational. One similar thing is that they are overwhelmingly men. Core elements of 
masculinity, like authority, aggression, physical violence and punishment, are all 
obvious within these groups. 
(III)' Their Pleasure is Your Safety? 
—Negotiated Freedom and Safety 
In this part I shall summarize the face game between the street sex workers and 
the legal and illegal forces that control them, the police and the triads. I shall briefly 
talk about how both the legal and illegal forces showed th'eir authority and the "face" 
which has to be given to them. I also will discuss how the street walkers give this to 
them and what would happen if they break the rules offace. "The term face may be 
defined as the positive social value a person effectively claims for himselfby the line 
others assume he has taken during a particular contact. Face is an image ofself 
delineated in terms of approved social attributes—albeit an image that others may 
share, as when a person makes a good showing for his profession or religion by 




Through these micro-processes of face maintenance or defacement in | 
interactions，I wish to show how people negotiate their relative social status. I also | 
.i /-% 
want to see how the group with least discursive and economic capital (the street sex j 
. s 
workers) strive for their living on the street on such an unequal basis. ^ 
Face to the Police 
From my past experiences and stories told by my informants, I have learned 
about several ways in which the police show their authority: 
1) They stop you on the street: they have the legal power to stop you on the 
street and arrest you if you do not stop. 
2) They yell at you, to show that they are the ones in charge of the situation. 
3) They order you to show your identity card. 
4) They search your belongings and even your body. 
5) They tease you and humiliate you in public. 
6) They claim the obligation to protect you or give a favor to you, to show 
that they are the ones in charge. 
All these create very acute bodily confrontation which place the sex workers in 
a inferior position. The women most of the time just stand there and bear the police's 
_K-
verbal humiliation. ， 
To give face to the police, those women sitting at the staircase will stand up or 
actually walk away from their doorways when the police come by. This symbolizes 
not only respect to the police, but also a minimum level of obedience to the dominant 
discourse about woman and sexuality. The police bears a symbolic meaning of 
guarding social justice and morality for public good. Therefore, sex workers, who are 
thought to be violating social morality andjustice, should show some kind ofrespect 




Many of these women still held on to the dominant discourse and consider sex work 
as indecent. The police will still stop them if they walk away; but still they have to 
move, or more precisely, change their gestures to ones with more "respect." If they 
fail to do this, it would signify that they disdain the officers' ability to exercise power 
over them, resulting in a challenge to the person who holds power. 
Just as Madam Wing (the policewoman I met at the court) said: "I have no 
private hatred towards the sex workers." The issue of private hatred is not the issue. 
Instead, in most cases, it is the self-reconfirmation of the professional identity ofthe 
police that creates their desire to display power. Of course, when there are so many 
different kinds of personal contact and so many different personalities knitted 
together, one cannot guarantee that private hatred is not produced. Ah Pin had to 
agree with Madam Wing in front ofher as we saw. I do not feel that Wing had meant 
to make her agree. She just stated what she thought was the "fact." Yet, if she 
disagreed, she would be considered "ngh-bei-mihn"(唔俾面，not giving face) to 
madam, which might bring troublesome results. 
In this case, although no one had a conscious mind to suppress the other, 
power displayed itself, through the unequal distribution of the right to state what one 
.«• 
thought was "fact." This, in tum, was based on the basic a^umption or social 
knowledge that a woman who exchanges her sexual labor for economic reward is a 
criminal. 
Another way of giving face to the police is to plead guilty even ifit was a false 
charge or when fake evidences is produced. Ah Hung's story ofrefusing to plead 
guilty after an undercover policeman actively set of the encounter with her illustrated 
how a sex worker can be tricked by the police if she violates the game rules. All sex 




doing this." However, it seemed to me that Ah Wan's "co-operative" attitude was due 
to her acceptance ofher work being a low class job, which was low since it was 
illegal, which, in tum, was because it was a crime in a moral sense. 
So was there any case of successful resistance or negotiation? We can discuss 
this on two levels. I would consider the first kind of "success" as those, which result 
in "safety." This means that one is not arrested again for not pleading guilty or when 
one expects a considerable period of safe business on the street. This is often a result 
ofnegotiation and settlement with the police, based on inequality of power. 
The other kind of "success" are those which result in "empowerment." This 
means that one may be arrested, imprisoned and fined, and lose time for business. 
Yet, those who take this path may feel more self-esteem and empowerment since 
they do not obey the "rules" and do not plead guilty in court. This kind of "success," 
I suspect, has occurred for almost all of them, at least one or two times. Ah Kwui 
once said: "You know, we don't resist, for we have to grab a living on the street. Yet 
when we get pushed far too much, someone will resist!" Ah Hung and Ah Mei both 
showed a sense ofpride when they talked about their experiences resisting the police. 
Moreover, sometimes they made use of the police and the legal system, too. 
. v 
Ah Yuk and Ah Pin both said that when they really wanted to quit drugs, and if 
coincidentally they were imprisoned, they would made use of the chance to quit 
drugs. Ah Mei once made use of the police. It was when she first shifted her working 
site from Un Chau Street to Tsuen Wan. The other sex workers wanted to make her 
pay to work on the streets there. She was not willing to and she reported to the police, 
saying that there were some people threatening her for money. The other sex workers 
did not bother her after that. From the above discussion, we can see how these sex 
workers make use of the authority's game rules to press for their own benefits. 
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Face to the Judges and Courts 
There are obvious techniques of formal politeness, or ways of giving face to 
judges and courts, which are supposed to represent the law ofHong Kong. The law 
ofHong Kong, in tum, is supposed to represent a certain degree of social justice and 
hence morality of "society" or the anonymous "public." These include standing up 
when the judge comes in, calling him/her "Your Honor" and staying silent in court 
(chatting aloud, and the beeping of pagers and mobile phones in court rooms are 
prohibited). 
Obeying these rules is conforming to that whole large discourse of law-
morality-public good. It is abstract in a sense but very concrete as well, in for 
example, the interior design of the court room. In the court room, people are far 
below the high ceiling. There is fimiiture all in the colour black, brown and white. 
Contours are straight and angled. The logo ofHong Kong Special Administrative 
Region is hung up high. Below that is the judge. Below the judge are the clerks. Then 
the defendant has to stand behind a microphone stand and let all people hear her/him. 
The space for the defendant is very open yet isolated. If the defendant is put into pre-
trial detention, a door within the cage is opened and the convicted walks through the 
door into the cage from somewhere, like some performer \^ho comes out from the 
back stage which is unseen to the audience. This set of interior design is a display of 
power by putting the defendants and the audience (who may also be the defendant of 
the next case) under the sign of the state (the logo ofHong Kong Special 
Administrative Region) and the person who embody this state ideology (thejudge). 
Keeping the convicted waiting for a lengthy time, while s/he could do nothing 
but listen to trials, is another display of power. I felt that deeply when I sat and 





known. Once Ah Pin was sent to the hospital and missed one trial. The court paper 
sent to her then was not clear about the time. She did not know whether her trial 
would be held that day. She showed the paper to the court police, and was told: "Sit 
down and wait." She waited from the moming and it was still not yet her tum when 
the judge had his lunch. 
The women must behave because they may see thejudges many times after 
this one time. They thus try to leave a "good image." They well understand the 
tendency ofpeople tojudge according to images. They know that mostjudges think 
they are not proper women. They deal with this in different ways. Some ofthem 
talked about how miserable and poor their lives are. For instance, Ah Yuk tried to 
construct an image which is worthy of compassion. Her young son once always 
safeguarded her from being sent to jail since the judge thought that her son needed a 
mother. 
Many of them, when being asked if there is anything to say to the judge, often 
end their speech by saying "I will not do it again." This phrase is just a formal ending 
which both the judge and the women know is a lie. Somehow this is like the 
composition requirement we need to fulfill during primary or secondary school, to 
end a story in a "meaningful" way. This is a ritual, to say tftese words to the judge in 
order to give face to the dominant morality. 
Sometimes the women say nothing, depending on one's emotional situation. 
After all, this ritual of giving face, which is so subtle, is not necessary every time. 
One can always do it next time; but whenever one doesn't do it, there may be 
consequences. 
Face to the Triads 
Among the techniques the triads use are simply threatening or actually using 
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violence. This is less complicated and demands less paper work than the police's 
claims to force: 
1) They threaten to use physical violence against those who break the rules, for 
instance, those women who owe money and do not repay on time (including 
loans and drug fees), those who are informants ofthe police, etc.. 
2) They use actual physical violence against these people mentioned in 1). 
^) They threaten those rule-breakers with violence against their families and 
fiiends. 
4) Actual violence is used against these families and friends. 
5) They keep order by giving help to those who ask. For instance, they help 
beat up A i fB complains that A steals her money or i fA does not repay 
loans on time. This help is also sometimes based on "friendship." 
6) They sometimes give mercy or give a second chance to the rule-breakers. 
We can see from the above that giving face to the triads is more direct than 
giving face to the police. The threatened or actual use ofphysical violence can be 
avoided by "jduh-16u"(走倦，fleeing) to another district or territories ofother triads. 
Ah Pin once said that if it was not a large sum ofmoney, they would not chase you if 
you flee to other district. But of course, one would better flle to a distant place, for 
instance, from Wan Chai (on Hong Kong Island) to Mongkok (in Kowloon 
Peninsula). To flee or to stay out of their sight is to give face in exchange for one's 
own safety. This is because if you intend not to repay the money, and you ignore 
their ability to fmd you and beat you up, you are challenging their power over the 
territory. So the best method is to run away, or ifone is well-connected in her social 






On the other hand, when there is an argument over money, the sex workers 
seek help from individual triad members rather than the police. They make active use 
of who the triad members consider they themselves are (order keepers on the street). 
This is especially the case if the sex worker's 16uh-gung is a triad member, who can 
invite help from his network ofbrothers. For instance, Ah Tai，another women on the 
street, once asked a triad member to beat Ah Wan up, for the latter was believed to 
had stolen Ah Tai,s purse. Moreover, some sex workers put their trust in the triad 
members to help them within hotel rooms, in case there are customers trying to force 
themselves against the women's wishes. 
Li the above situations, where interaction between obvious powerful groups 
and relative subalterns are involved, I want to extend the explanation ofGoffman on 
face, which I started the last part of this chapter with. On Un Chau Street, "face" is 
the basis for adjusting the extent of exercising power or control. The ability of 
exercising different levels of power and control, is an important part ofhow most 
people represent and reconfirm the self. It is a part ofself-esteem and dignity. If 
someone does not give face to you, you would feel challenged and unsettled until 
you gain it back. Ifyou are the more powerful ones in the situation, it is much easier 
,K> 
to do this. Ofcourse, one can reftise to use this power, but ilsually, the dominant 
discourse provides you reasons andjustifications for the exercise ofpower. In this 
case，the sex workers, as the less powerful ones in the situation, have learned how to 
play the game, and make the game rules set by others be useful to themselves, within 
limits. 
In this chapter we have looked at the interaction between the sex workers and 
the legal and illegal forces on the street. We can see how the women try to make a 
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living on the street under these strong masculine forces. In the next chapter, I shall 
explore a commodity which profoundly links the women to the legal system, the 
triads and to sex work: drugs. 
Notes 
'For details of this, please see chapter one, P.77-78. 
2 "Yauh-gm"(遊雞）used here verbally means "chicken wandering around." But actually there are rich 
meanings with a sense ofhumor underlying this term. The charge was originally "yauh-dohng"(遊蕩)， 
meaning wandering around with no particular purpose. "Yauh-gai" is mainly used for street sex 
workers, since "gai" (chicken) in Cantonese also means "prostitute." However, people who initiated 
the use ofthis term also made fun by using the similar pronunciation of 遊 and ^¾ (which are both 
"yauh"). The former means "wandering" and the latter means "oil" or in this particular case, means 
"soy source." This is because "yauh-gai" is also the pronunciation of a Cantonese dish: chicken 
cooked with soy souce. 
3 Paying is the first thing to do in the room. If the police can successfully persuade or threaten 
(according to the sex workers, "threaten" seems to be a closer description) the clients to "co-operate" 
with the police, and accuse the women of "seducing" them on the street to engage in "immoral 
behaviour" (paying for sex) then a charge against a sex worker can usUally be sustained. 
.¾ 
4 The foreignjudges speak English and communicate with the defendant with the assistance ofan 
interpreter. The Chinese judge communicates with the defendant in Cantonese. Occasionally there are 
mainland and Thailand sex workers, then a specialist in Mandarin or Thai is needed. 
5 A street sex worker. 
6 The game is like all other hiding games. One person acts as the soldier and others as thieves. The 
soldier closes his/her eyes and count to 10 (or any other agreed number) and everybody hides. The 
former is to catch the later. 
7 "Gm" means "chicken," which means "prostitute" in Hong Kong Cantonese. 
8 This is a term used by many who have low education levels, meaning that society teaches valuable 
knowledge, too. 





"upgrade" herselflike finding ajob or showing determination to quit drugs, thejudge may not 
sentence her tojail. 
1�The women mentioned triads in a closer way, I think. They identify the triad members as "gu-
waahk-jai"(古惑仔广 and seldom call triad societies "hak-seh-wui"(黑；社會，"black society") which 
bears an obvious stigma ("black" generally carries the meaning of dark and criminality), as the 
"normal society" does. Instead, they identify these societies by their names (which is against the law 
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The first night I saw Ah Hung, she was leaning on the wall of a doorway in a 
flowery red dress. In the doorway's dim yellow light, she looked as if she was | 
possessed. She had her eyes almost closed, her eyebrows were going up and her '1 
mouth was half-opened. Later when Ah Wan introduced me to her that night, she � 
was standing straight, with her eyes wide open. Ah Wan said she was drugged up � 
• I 
then. 4 ’i i 
Almost all of the local sex workers on Un Chau Street are drug users. Of my � 
.% 
ten major informants, only two are not drug users. Most of the users have taken drugs 
for more than ten years. They take hard drugs (heroin) as well as soft drugs (e.g. Blue ,^  
Cross, sleeping pills, etc.). Most of them take heroin by injection; others take it 
orally. Some take it both ways. The money spent on drugs ranges from $500 to 飞 
$3000 per day. 
Taking drugs is important in their daily lives. Ah Hung once said: "Sometimes 
we don't have meals, but we must take drugs everyday." Maybe for this reason, they 
call taking drugs "having meals"(食飯，sihk-faahn). Everyone has quit drugs more 
than once, through being put into detoxification centres by the judges, or quitting on 
their own. However, they all returned to this "old friend" later. 
Talking to the drug users, I found that drugs entered their lives at different 
times oflife, and so they understand the meaning of drugs from a variety ofpositions. 
They all say that this is a bad habit. If you ask them why they started and why they 
do not quit, "I don't know" is the normal answer. They do not consciously explain 




Ah Lam and Ah Mei are non-users. Interestingly, they are the only two who 
were once in a "normal marriage" with a "normal man." Before entering the 
profession, they both have stayed continuously for a longer time in "normal society" 
than the others have. Therefore, they have reasons to be like "native speakers" of the 
discourse ofnormal society, compared to the others in the street. 
Ah Lam was considered by many drug users as looking down upon them, 
because she always emphasized her differences from that. Ah Lam did not directly 
say any negative things about her drug user colleagues, but her half-conscious self-
identification drew a very clear boundary between herselfand "the other women." 
Her self-identification on this issue was that "women who do not take drugs are 
really rare here working on the streets in Sham Shui Po." 
Ah Lam emphasized the importance and basic need ofhaving savings, and she 
implied that the drug users did not save: ."..at least you should save something, right? 
Well, my goal here is to eam enough for saving, but some other people's goal is to 
take drugs." 
•» 
She also related this to the drug users' vulnerability towards police action. 
Because they need drugs, the drug users have to take risks in working, even when 
policemen are in sight. Therefore, the virtue of saving saved her the otherwise great 
risk ofbeing arrested. 
The other time Ah Lam mentioned her user colleagues, she was talking about 
her working schedule: "My time schedule is very normal, I am not like those drug 
addicts." She said she had to have a fixed time schedule (around 2pm to 1 lpm), and 
she never worked late at night, so that her family would not have doubts about what 
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she was doing. The drug users, according to her, often worked late at nights, since 
they did not live their families. 
The last time she mentioned "the other women," she was giving me some 
advice, as a researcher and a "student girl," not to ask her colleagues whether they 
took drugs or not: "It's best you don't ask about drugs, even if you do，they won't 
answer you." She was not right about this issue, as I shall discuss this later in this 
chapter. 
Ah Mei, the other non drugs-user hates the idea of taking drugs. Her major 
encounters with drug users are with her colleagues and her 16uh-gung. Before she left 
Un Chau Street, she and her 16uh-gmig once lived next to Ah Pin. According to Ah 
Mei, once Ah Pin was very sick. Ah Mei and her 16uh-gmig thought that was because 
something wrong when she injected drugs. Ah Pin would not go to seek help and 
they tried hard to persuade her to go to the hospital. "I thought she's almost dead! I 
said: 'Why don't you quit? Look at you, you're dying!"' Later Ah Pin borrowed 
money together with Ah Mei, but Ah Pin was not able to repay the debt, so she ran 
away. Ah Mei said she had borrowed money several times with people who she had 
known for quite some time, but she was deceived all the time. Her conclusion 
concerning her drug user colleagues is: "They are so disgusting. They don't want to 
spend money on anything but drugs. They even take the money which should be 
given to their family. At that time, ...she (Ah Pin) did not even pay her rent. They 
just don't care about anything except drugs." 
Her colleagues taught her 16uh-g^mg to take drugs several years ago. She was 
furious about that. She spent several years helping him to quit drugs, more than once. 
She said she was determined at that time and warned him, "You choose for yourself: 
heroin or me!? You should know which is more important!" Ah Mei emphasized the 
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importance ofher assistance in her 16uh-gCmg's process of rehabilitation. However, 
when I asked her if she thought that her 16uh-gmig quit successfully because 
someone was supporting him, while others did not succeed because they did not have 
this support, her answer was: "No!" She said this was purely a matter ofpersonality 
and determination. 
They both hold very negative view about their drug user colleagues. However, 
Ah Lam always posited her position as an "outsider," while Ah Mei's description 
seemed based more on her "participant observation." 
Ah Lam always treated sex work as a temporary and transitional job identity. 
She always thought that when she had saved enough money for her children, she 
would quit this job. Her plan for "upward mobility" to return to her normal status 
urged her to draw a clear boundary between her and the "other" women. 
From her words, we can see the underlying idea that these drug users lead very 
"abnormal" lives. They entered a "dirtyjob" which no women should do, for an 
indeeent/unworthy reason. As opposed to this, she said her reason was because of 
divorce and poverty, she was doing it for a more worthy reason, which is not for 
•V 
herself. In other words, Ah Lam deserved more sympathy Because she sacrificed for 
her family, which is also a "normal" image of a "mother." She is in all ways "normal" 
except herjob. Yet the "abnormality" of the job is justified by the "normal" and 
"decent" purpose, so she is "clean." 
On the other hand, Ah Mei recognized that she had lived a certain life-style for 
years, which would be difficult to change. Therefore, even if she had repaid all her 
debts, she would still be in the business. Ah Mei's main criticism was based on a call 
for self-promotion or up-grading from fellow colleagues. Ah Mei often said that, 
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"Even ifyou are a sex worker, you have to respect yourself." 
We can see that the two both tried to resist the double-stigmatization (drug 
addict and prostitute) in different ways according to different self-identification. 
However, they both tried to grab the discursive capital from the similarly powerful 
webs ofsymbols around them, to resist the stigma ofbeing a "drug addict." They 
must have been in contact with the mainstream discourses about drugs before they 
entered the profession. To differentiate themselves from the "drug addicts," they both, 
more or less, manipulated those discourses of criticism against the "drug addicts," 
which also got part of its bases from their living experiences with the drug user 
colleagues. 
Therefore, one can find many similar ideas behind Ah Lam and Ah Mei's 
words, as to the defects ofthe "drug addicts." 
In their words, these people are "abnormal." Addiction seemed to be linked 
with toxification ofthe body, which leads to physical and psychological dependency 
on the drugs. Dependency in turns means "losing control." Losing control in tums 
means a lot ofthings. Firstly, it means they lose control over the well-being of their 
bodies and psychological status. Secondly, it means that they lose control over the 
ability ofworking at a safe time. The always urgent need fbr money makes them take 
risks at work when policemen are around. Thirdly, it means they lose control over 
the money they eam, and give all their money to drugs dealers and loan sharks. 
Fourthly’ they lose control over their morality. It means their morality will be 
contaminated by the drugs since they may borrow money and don't repay, or simply 
take the money from their families. Fifthly, it means they lose control over their 
future, unable to save and hence have future plans for upward mobility. 
All in all, in their view taking drugs is a stupid, ignorant and irresponsible 
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personal choice, which will damage oneself and one's family. 
Since these people are considered to have "lost control over themselves," they 
must be dependent on something. They cannot decide things for themselves and need 
a power greater than themselves to restore them to "sanity" (Ivy 1993:237). There are 
a few different levels of vulnerability and dependency. The first level is the physical 
body's dependency on the drugs. The second level is the dependency on the legal 
system to help them quit. However, in this process, the help is given in the form of 
punishment to take away one's freedom for a certain period of time. The third level 
is that they depend on the provider of the drugs to get the drugs, that is, they need the 
triads. It is this linkage with the triads which adds the weight to the sex workers' or 
drug users' stigma. They are said, for a stupid and selfish reason (taking drugs), to 
provide economic support to evil groups, which do evil to society. 
The drugs-use of their fellow sex workers adds one more stigma to the role of 
sex worker. Therefore, they tried to differentiate themselves in different ways from 
these women by manipulating available discourses. However, they do not blame the 
"normal society" for stigmatizing and stereotyping them. In reverse, they blame their 
colleagues for making all sex workers' names dirty, and hence making it seem as if 
these drug users deserve their exploitation in both economip and symbolic ways. 
Users’ Description 
Now, let's hear what the users have to say about their condemned need, which 
is the unworthy reason for staying in a dirty job. They would directly agree to all the 
defects of taking drugs. However, almost all of them have taken drugs for more than 
10 years, and have quit and again start taking drugs during this time. If you ask them 
why, "I don't know." is quite a standard answer, which I think is very significant. 
Before further discussion, I want to introduce some impressive descriptions about 
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what drugs entail: 
1 • Possessing drugs is a criminal case, which can cause one to be arrested, fined or 
put into jail or rehabilitation centres. It is also one of the most typical fake 
evidences the police will use against these women. 
2. Taking drugs is viewed as a sign of "being bad" or "giving up oneself," while 
quitting is a sign ofbeing "good" or "normal." Ah Pin, for example, always said 
she was "seduced" by bad people in the factory she worked in when she was a 
teenage girl. She always said，"I was young and ignorant then. Now it's too 
late." They used the word "peh" to mean that they had given up the right and 
responsibility to control themselves and present themselves as neat and healthy 
before others. 
3. Taking dmgs is more important than having meals. They simply equate "taking 
drugs" as "having meals." There is also a taboo of saying that one is taking 
dmgs. They always say that they are "eating those things," or "having meals," 
but not "taking drugs." 
4. Drugs are related by the women to whatever phenomenon of the body is 
considered "unusual." Ah King and Ah Wan were both puzzled about their 
, v 
inability to get pregnant. They both thought that not ^ t t ing pregnant for all this 
time has to do with the effects of drugs upon their bodies or their 16uh-gmig's 
bodies. Ah Hung and Ah Pin always emphasized that they did not have any 
sexual pleasure after taking heroin. Ah Hung had believed that all women's 
menstruation stopped because ofheroin, while Ah Pin said she still had her 
periods. 
i 
5. Drugs have the function to "stop thinking" according to many. My inference is 
that the further meaning of "stopping thinking" is "releasing the pain." Ah Kwui 
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said when she first stood out in the street to work, she felt it was so difficult to 
face the gazes and the pressure they brought. She usually took a few pills before 
she started working. The purpose was to "stop thinking." However, later she got 
used to the pressure and came to know how to deal with herselfwhen facing 
these gazes. Then she did not depend on drugs to release pressure. Moreover, 
the addiction to the soft drugs she used is not as strong as heroin. The pills also 
do not affect her appearance as much as heroin does to a person. 
Ah Pin once quit for four years. She said she did not know why she took 
dmgs again. Then she changed her statement to say she "didn't know ifit was 
because after he (the man she really loved) left me, I gave myselfup." Moreover, 
"being all alone you feel really bored, and you're always in this profession." 
Ah Yuk was a drug user since she was very young. She quit and stayed 
away from it in the 14 years of marriage. When cancer was slowly killing her 
husband, she had to go back to the sex business to eam money for the household. 
She said at that time, she took heroin again, in order to release her pain. Her 
later boyfriend tried to help her quit. However, their relationship soured and she 
has kept on using dmgs until now. 
6. Dmgs are an old friend. Ah Fun talked about a nun trying to persuade her to ask 
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for help from Jesus. Ah Fun said: "You can only depend on yourselfifyou want 
to quit." Ah Fun described dmgs as something very important in her "emotional 
life" after taking it for more than 10 years. She said she felt bored and had to 
find something to settle her emotion. Drugs for all these seem to serve as an 
emotional anaesthetic, yet pleasures seem to be derived from this function, 
when life is more about bitterness and difficulties. 
7. When you are with lots of people taking drugs, you are within an atmosphere to 
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take it. Ah Pin described the massage parlour where she took drugs again as 
follows: "We slept in the parlour. All day you faced these girls and they faced 
you. They were taking drugs, and I returned to the drugs. A lot of people are 
like that, we can't quit." 
8. Drugs are a "family reunion" for Ah Wan. Both her parents were drug users. 
Her mother was also a sex worker. "My mother died. I was curious: Why did 
she take drugs? Why didn't she quit? I was curious, so I tried and the habit 
sustained herself until now." 
Ah Wan's father left the family since she was very young. He died of a 
disease several years ago. When he was seriously sick, he found out from a 
friend where his daughter was and came to find her. Ah Wan was quite upset 
when she described their first encounter: "You guess what he wanted to do with 
me when he first saw me? He wanted to take drugs with me! He asked me to 
share some ofmy stock with him!" Ah Wan's attitude was: "I didn't treat him as 
father. I gave it to him, just like I would give to someone when s/he begged and 
I was able to help." 
On the other hand, drugs also may worsen drug users' relationship with 
> 
other members oftheir families, since they had borrowed too much money. A 
month after I started fieldwork, I talked to Ah Wan and she said she did not 
borrow again from her 16uh-gmig's family: "The former debt still isn't paid back, 
so I don't have the face to borrow again!" 
9. A drug habit is a reason to start a sex worker life, or to stay in business, or to 
work hard. Almost all of the users expressed this idea, directly or indirectly. Ah 
Hung said she did not feel any "urge for men," but because of the drugs, and 
because the pain that would be brought by its absence. Ah Wan said when she 
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took drugs, she had to stay in this profession, because other work was not going 
to provide her the same amount of money. 
10. Drugs use is a boundary to draw certain kind oftrust and friendship from within, 
and to refuse unfriendly intruders. Ah Lam, my first informant and a non-user, 
suggested to me not to ask ifher user colleagues took drugs, since she knew that 
they usually did not say they did to researchers. However, later, all eight women 
mentioned their drug habit naturally while talking about something else. I was 
wondering why Ah Lam made that mistake, until Ah Pin said, "We don't tell 
other people doing research about this." Later I understood that these are 
questionnaire researchers considered by these women as looking down upon the 
sex workers; this the women denied they had a drug habit to them. Or, when 
some shy and frightened students come to them, they feel like they should not 
scare these little students. 
11. Some ofthe women adhere to certain principles and rules concerning taking 
drugs. Ah King never injects. She thinks it hurts her skin. Moreover, she thinks 
one should take it at home and should not let others see one's drugged up face. 
Ah King said she takes no more than two dosages every day, just like taking 
medicine. She was convinced that she could control tMs, and the usage would 
not expand. 
Other women could not do this. Once I asked Ah Yuk why she did not try 
to take less and less and finally quit. Ah Yuk said that most women could not 
take so little amount as two dosages per day, since the drugs they got were 
, always not "good" enough and were mixed with some unknown elements. Then 
I came to understand that this is a class issue among the sex workers: Ah King's 
16uh-gmig is a drugs-trafficker, so there is a possibility that the dosages she gets 
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are better than what other people get. 
Themes Underlying these Descriptions 
4lj^Psychic Medicine 
First of all, drugs are a psychic medicine, that helps these women to maintain 
boundaries of separate inside/outside, friendly/unfriendly, individual/society, etc.. 
There are different aspects of doing this. 
Aspect one is to declare "I am bad" or "I am abnormal." The implicit message 
is that: "So I do what you think is wrong. Just don't bother me." This allows these 
women to create an imaginary space for themselves to position herself within. To say 
"I ani bad" is a statement of self-defense facing someone who may be critical against 
one. In this case this someone is the imagined normal society. It is like saying: "I'm 
like that. If you want to judge me, be my guest, butjust don't bother me，just don't 
tell me what is better and don't tell me what's the right thing to do." I think declaring 
one's own "weakness" always makes one feel better than having the "weakness" 
discovered and declared by others. This is because this makes one feel more in 
control： "I know who I am, I don't need you to tell me who I am." 
Aspect two is to "stop thinking." Through regulating the bodies of the users, it 
V 
creates a sort of individual space for the user. The most important function ofthis 
individual space is to stop articulating meanings in the mind, to reach a 
psychological state in which the flow of meanings ceases. Ah Kwui once said: 
"When you are not in a normal state, you don't think so much! “ This is recalling her 
first days on the streets. She needed drugs to help her stop thinking, to release the 
kind of feelings aroused by the pedestrians' discriminatory gazes. Drugs provide her 
with a space protecting her, allowing her to resist discrimination. In other words, 




saying this, I do not mean that after taking drugs they fall into a trance and cannot do 
or say anything，although that may happenjust for a few seconds. I actually talked to 
these women many times when they were quite drugged up and they responded quite 
as usual but in a slower pace. 
Aspect three is to create a space to settle one's emotions. This is the situation 
Ah Fun mentioned: drugs are an old friend, that cannot be eliminated from her 
emotional life after living with her for more than ten years. 
Aspect four is to create a boundary to refiise unfriendly intruders. This is what I 
have mentioned in point 10 earlier. Ah Yuk once complained about a questionnaire 
researcher who never looked at her or spoke one word pther than wordings on the 
questionnaire. She felt looked down upon. Since taking drugs is an illegal thing and 
also a field for "abnormals," she saw no need to let this person know one more factor 
(dmgs use) for which she could be looked down upon. 
Aspect five is "frightening people away，" which is similar to aspect four. 
During fieldwork, I was sometimes with these women when they took drugs. They 
were always surprised and asked me why I was not afraid. I had to say, when I first 
saw Ah Hung as I mentioned at the beginning ofthis chapter that she scared me a 
little，in the way she stood looking unconscious with eyes ai^ mouth half-open. I am 
not sure, but these women may feel a certain sense ofcontrol when they can frighten 
people away with a much higher social status through their "deranged" state. 
By^ Identity Card 
The second theme is that drugs serve as an idemity card to a peer group. Ah Pin 
once mentioned that most people could not quit whe^ ail his/her friends were drug 
users. These sex workers are all from the lower classes ofHong Kong society. Most 
ofthem stopped their schooling at early ages. They were considered bad teenagers | 
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with no good future. They are compelled tojoin group, which limits theirjob 
opportunity. When they enter the sex profession, they are even more stigmatized，so 
the group identity is important. Even if they quit drugs, they soon take it once again, 
since this conforms to the groups identity they have been told from all sides that they 
belong to. 
C) A Reason to Stay in the Business 
The third theme is to draw boundaries and rationalize their choice of profession. 
Being a sex worker is a big taboo for women. Cross-articulating the drug users' and 
the non-drug-users' words, there are three main reasons to be in the profession, which 
I mentioned in chapter three. The first and "best" reason is held by the woman who 
"sacrifices" the most important thing she owns (her chastity) to support her family. 
This reason exposes one to criticism for being a sex worker, but also to sympathy. 
The worst reason is held by those who admit they like the job and take pleasure in 
thesejobs. These are considered "cheap women." 
Drugs are seen as the second best reason: "I do it all because of the drug habit." 
This reason is less good because these women are seen as working for their own 
interest, and also for an "unworthy" reason. However, since dmgs are considered to 
have controlled their bodies and would led to pain if they cbuld not get it, they could 
be comfortable with this explanation for being a street sex worker. 
Ah Wan once said that while she is still abnormal (still addicted and still doing 
this job), she would not think about her inability to get pregnant, that was something 
far far away. Her way of framing it is 'Tm still abnormal, so I don't want to think 
about the future." My understand ofher words isjust the reverse, given the social 
conditions: "I don't want to think about the future, so I stay abnormal." I think no one 




normal that people do not know how to change the whole way of living when they 
are in their mid-thirties, entering into a world totally strange to them. Ah Wan has 
been out of the "normal" life trajectory of a woman since she was very young; this 
changing to what she considered "normal" would be difficult, perhaps impossible. 
D) Active Dependency 
Many of these women have quit more than once but returned to drugs later. Ah 
Wan once said that to quit was not so difficult, one just had to bear the extreme pain 
for about two days. Actually, I sometimes felt like their dependency on drugs is an 
active choice, made to create individual space and group identities, which let them 
locate themselves in a very unfriendly social environment. I do not intend to say that 
it is right for them to take drugs. I personally tried several times to persuade them to 
quit, for health reasons. However, I think it is important to understand the overall 
social context of their lives before one makes criticisms. 
An Alternative Metaphoric Meaning ofDrugs 
In Hong Kong, when drugs are mentioned, one can always think of triads, 
ignorant teenagers, crimes, money, police, and killings.... It has become a social 
metaphor. Drugs are a chemical product rich with social meanings in terms of 
. v 
morality and social order. 1 
Drugs are an interesting thing. It is a kind ofmedicine, which firstly 
deteriorates your body into a condition which demand as a "cure," the substance that 
causes the deterioration. In other words, it creates your desperate need for it. When 
you cannot have it, your body may send you messages of need through painful 
feelings. In other words, this chemicals "punishes" and tortures your body until you 
are tamed and seek "help" from it. 
I find this characteristic terribly similar to the nature of police and triads on Un 
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Chau Street. From chapter six, we can see that these sex workers' bodies become the 
target of discipline ofboth legal and illegal keepers of orders on the street. According 
to these women, the policemen arrested them on the basis of "fulfilling the official 
requirement," but not necessarily for reasons of "sociaVmoral justice." Some police 
officers do not even think these women should be arrested for criminal cases. Many 
of them are making false arrests which are understood between them and the women. 
In other words, the criminalization of "soliciting for immoral purpose," in terms of its 
effects, is just another way to justify the state's right to represent "justice" in society. 
This power is practiced through making a reason to arrest them, (but the women said 
the reason was usually a fake evidence of drugs) limiting the freedom ofbodies of 
the sex workers, or train these bodies to work in prison, and torturing them while 
helping them to quit drugs. However, the state or government does not help them to 
think of other ways out. So, many of them retum to drugs after coming out of prison, 
get caught and trained next time when they are arrested. The punishment, without 
other social policies as back up, do nothing to better the situation of the sex workers 
or change the mode of existence. Therefore, arresting them in effect is just to create 
their "need" for correction services, to punish them in routine, then show off and 
•蜃 
justify the power of the legal system at the same time. ， 
On the other hand, the triads get these old customers of dmgs again when they 
come out of the legal section into the territory of the illegal section. Dmgs fees are 
high. The women sometimes borrow from the loan sharks. When they are not able to 
repay the debt, the triad way to deal with it is the threaten or actual application of 
physical violence on the their bodies. A number of my informants were once beaten, 
lightly or seriously, by triad members. Drugs are like any other kind of consumer 







the market, consumers have no choice but to pay the high price，just like the property 
market in Hong Kong. 
Of course, the sex workers are active agents. Although having a weak status, 
they try to make use of whatever they can. They try to make use of rules set not for 
their benefit. One can see from the above sections about how they make use of drugs 
to deal with reality and how they actively make use of triads' and police's power for 
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C h a p t e r E i g h t 
O t h e r S o c i a l N e t w o r k s 
0« Parents, Siblings，Children，Friends and Colleagues 
Most books about sex workers I have read include their relationship w i ^ 
clients, pimps, police and triads, for these are the . a i n social networks thev u ^ ^ 
encounter in their career. Other than these, most books include their re la t ion^^ 二 , 
their mates, in order to explore how they draw boundaries between clients and : : 袖 
Some also introduce their relationship with close colleagues, in order to s h o j : � 紙 
working relationship and identity fonnation ofsex workers. However, I think . ,^,^ 
categoty has been generally less talked about. �似 
This study is about the cultoal milieu ofstreet sex work on Un Chau Soxvt 
This culture is formed by individuals, who have many identities, ^ e i r v i e — : 
about theirjob may closely inten*elate with their understanding oftheir social ' ' ^ 
networks. Needless to say, a person's sense ofidentity is largely located .1thin � ‘ 
networks. ‘ 
However, I did not fmd most ofthem enjoy talking about their famines _ 
fHends (by this word I mean families other t h ^ their mates here). I do not denv 丨1� 
possibility that it was partly because ofme that they did not often taDc about their ^ 
' * • However’ I think much ofthis is due to how theykfine themselves. 
SllBrA^!^lli^gi^i^l^l^^l^ 
All ofmy informants come from working class famiHes. For instance, Ah 
Pin，s father used to sell ice-creaxn on a bicycle, Ah KwuTs mother used to 败让 
ci isWorrestaurants ,AhKing，smotWwasa^ent i^ox>’worker， ton^� l 
few. Ah King commented on their class: “ People like us,对 are not in teHecn^, 
We are lower class people. We don't have high education kvds." 
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AJ Families 
Among my major informants, only Ah Kwui, Ah Lam and Ah Yuk live with 
parents and children. No one is living with siblings. Ah Lam and Ah Kwui were 
divorced and are now living with their mother and their children. Ah Lam has one 
son and one daughter; Ah Yuk has a son and Ah Kwui has a daughter. 
Actually, according to her colleagues. Ah Hung has two children, but she does 
not want to admit this to me. Ah Pin has a daughter sent to the orphanage just after 
she was bom, because Ah Pin was not able to support her. Ah Mei has three children 
who are all kept by their father, that is, Ah Mei's ex-husband, after they divorced. 
On the other hand, most of them do not live with families but keep in contact. 
Ah Fun seemed to be the one keeping most contact with her mother and sisters (who 
are in similar profession), while Ah King, Ah Mei and Ah Yin, keep less contact 
these families. As for Ah Hung, Ah Yuk and Ah Wan, they kept almost no contact. 
B) Degree ofAcceptance of Families 
The term they used for these relationships is "ngk-keih"(屋企，family). Their 
families' attitude can roughly be categorized into four groups: 
1) Do not know 
2) Know and accept 1 
3)Between knowing and not knowing, but accept 
4)Know but do not accept 
1) Do Not Know 
n 
I 
Ah King's and Ah Lam's families both do not know about their professions, . | 
according to them. They both intended to "deceive them" for the time being and did " 3 
- i 
not want to think too much about "what if they know someday." Their comments 1 ¾ 
were: "Of course they don't know! "(Ah King) or "Any woman doing this won't let : ^ H 
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her family know!"(Ah Lam). 
The case of Ah Lam is quite significant. Ah Lam, living with her children and 
mother, was not willing to say many things about her family. She lives quite a 
distance from Un Chau Street. This, according to her, was one reason why she chose 
Un Chau Street to work in. She said that being divorced and having to support her 
children was the one and only reason why she was in this business. 
She told them she worked in a company, and herjob required her to be at work 
from about 2 p.m. to 11 p.m. Therefore she has a fixed time she must work, and also 
a standard professional dress, as if she were working in a company. 
2) Know and Accept 
Ah Fun's and Ah Yuk's relationship with their families fall into this category. 
Ah Yuk's son hated her boyfriend after her husband died ofcancer. Once Ah Yuk 
got sick and it was expected that she might not work again. At that time, Ah Yuk felt 
that her boyfriend started to change his attitude. Once her son cried and rushed to the 
side ofher bed, blaming her for not helping him, knowing that he had done nothing 
wrong. Ah Yuk promised to kick her boyfriend out if she recovered, and she did. Ah 
Yuk said, "He (her son) would rather have me ‘coming out to work", than living 
with that man." Her son sometimes comes to visit her at th^ ^ staircase and is also 
. * � 
willing to chat with other women. He usually comes with their dog, which came to 
Ah Yuk one day and would not leave, while she was waiting for clients. Now, even 
that their economic condition was not good, they still kept the dog. 
Ah Fun is totally accepted by her family. Actually, she has five brothers and 
sisters, all ofwhom are more or less like her. She is the youngest. Her eldest sister 
works as a waitress in a nightclub. Her second eldest sister works in a nightclub in 
Mongkok as a "mommy." Her elder brothers were either in triads or did not want to �f 
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do "normal jobs." She once worked in the same nightclub as her sisters. Her sister _'ll 
really looked after her, which made other sex workers who worked in the same team , " | 
' I 
very dissatisfied, since they think this gave her unfair advantage. 1^ 
''i 
J 
Her father, with whom her relationship was not so good with her, died years 
ago. As for her mother, she could not handle five children with such strong 
characters. Ah Fun described her mother's attitude as: "Ok, I can't manage you. Do 
whatever you like, just bring money back." However, it was notjust money. Ah Fun 
said she still could have good conversations with her mother. 
3) Between Knowing and Not Knowing, butAccept 
This is the case of Ah Kwui. She said that both her mother and her daughter 
knew that she was "eaming men's money": "They know approximately, but they 
don't ask directly and I don't tell them clearly. It's understood at home. They don't 
how I eam this money exactly." 
Ah Kwui enjoyed talking about her daughter. She divorced after one year of 
marriage at seventeen, when her daughter was one year old. Then she did not live 
with her daughter, who has been staying with her grandmother (Ah Kwui's mother). 
Ah Kwui kept visiting them, until last year, when she moved back to live with them. 
,v 
Ah Kwui showed that she respected her mother who work— very hard washing 
dishes everyday: "She worked so hard. So no matter what I do outside or how bad 
my economic situation is, I won't take her money to take drugs. Absolutely not!" 
She knew that it was not easy to get together with her 16-year- old daughter. 
However, she seemed very proud ofher knowledge ofhow to teach a child. She 
related this knowledge to the fact that she was still not very old and not so distanced 
from her own 16-year-old. She thought that children often mimic their parents' 
attitude, so she must set up good example. Ah Kwui tried to be good to her mother, 
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so as to let her daughter feel the important relationship between a mother and a 
daughter. 
4) Know but do notAccept 
Ah Wan, Ah Yin, Ah Pin and Ah Mei all have families that know but do not 
accept what they do. 
Ah Yinjustified her existence in the business as wanting to be independent, 
since her family (her siblings and father) treat her badly, except for her mother. She 
still goes back to see her mother sometimes. Her mother was very hurt when Ah Yin 
was brought in the superintendent centres for the first time, for being a sex worker. 
However, Ah Yin said her mother did not have any money to support Ah Yin，so she 
continued working as a sex worker. 
The other three women all said that they returned home occasionally when 
there were important occasions, for instance, Lunar New Year, Ching Ming, 
birthdays of parents. But their families remain quite furious at them. 
Ah Pin once told me that her mother could not wait to finish the conversation, 
after knowing it was her on the phone. She was very hurt but seemed to think that 
she deserved this. Ah Mei said it was really painful concerning the question of 
产 
children. Her children stayed with her ex-husband. She thaught that her children did 
not want to make contact with her because ofherjob. 
(II) Friends and Colleagues 
Once when I talked about two women I met, Ah Pin thought for a while and 
said: "Oh, these two are sisters." This was the first time I started to think about the 
meaning of the term "sister." 
It is generally known from the media that these women call each other 
"sisters." Before fieldwork, I thought that way, too. However, I found that within 
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so as to let her daughter feel the important relationship between a mother and a - | 
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daughter. % - j 
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4) Know but do notAccept '| 
I '# 
Ah Wan, Ah Yin, Ah Pin and Ah Mei all have families that know but do not , 
accept what they do. 
Ah Yinjustified her existence in the business as wanting to be independent, 
since her family (her siblings and father) treat her badly, except for her mother. She 
still goes back to see her mother sometimes. Her mother was very hurt when Ah Yin 
was brought in the superintendent centres for the first time，for being a sex worker. 
However, Ah Yin said her mother did not have any money to support Ah Yin, so she 
continued working as a sex worker. 
The other three women all said that they returned home occasionally when 
there were important occasions, for instance, Lunar New Year, Ching Ming, 
birthdays of parents. But their families remain quite furious at them. 
Ah Pin once told me that her mother could not wait to finish the conversation, 
after knowing it was her on the phone. She was very hurt but seemed to think that 
she deserved this. Ah Mei said it was really painful concerning the question of 
少 
children. Her children stayed with her ex-husband. She thought that her children did 
not want to make contact with her because ofherjob. 
(II) Friends and Colleagues 
Once when I talked about two women I met, Ah Pin thought for a while and 
said: "Oh, these two are sisters." This was the first time I started to think about the 
meaning of the term "sister." 
It is generally known from the media that these women call each other 
"sisters." Before fieldwork, I thought that way, too. However, I found that within 
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themselves, they do not usually acknowledge each other as "sister." Sometimes they 
used "sisters" to acknowledge the other sex workers when they were talking about 
them as a group. They only use "sister" often when they are talking about real close 
friends working also on the streets. 
Friends are not necessarily colleagues on the street. However, friends are 
usually from the lower class in society. Help and disputes are common among local 
sex workers on the street. In the following I shall briefly introduce the relationship 
among the sex workers on Un Chau Street, and also with the other fnends ofthem. 
A) Colleagues/Friends(?) 
1) Starting to Work here 
Almost all of these women started to work here through the introduction of 
some friends. I have discussed this in chapter two. 
2) Information Resources 
These colleagues often talk to each other while waiting for customers. They 
tell each other news about police, drugs, social policies and other matters. They often 
talk about the price of drugs of different dealers, although the prices are almost the 
same. They also tell each other new discoveries of places where they can take drugs 
A 
safely. Ah Yuk did not know that she was qualified for social welfare until somebody 
on the street told her. 
3)Co-operation and Help in Work 
Once Ah Pin wanted to call the guesthouses to wam Ah Kwui that police were 
around, Ah Tam told her not to. Ah Pin thought it was because Ah Kwui did not 
agree to lend money to Ah Tam several days ago. Therefore, Ah Pin criticized Ah 
j 
Tam for being wicked for doing this. 
Whenever there are undercover police or whenever teams of police come with 
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a police car the sex workers soon spread the news as they walk around the streets. 
They also call the guesthouses to inform the women working in the rooms. They 
depend on each other when this kind of thing happens. Even Ah Lam, whose 
relationship with others is not so good said, "You are in the profession and so, you 
tell others when you know there're police around." 
They also help each other when there are clients who do not pay or do not pay 
the agreed price. Ah Wan, Ah Pin and Ah Hung all explicitly expressed that "the 
solidarity among the women is very strong when the clients don't pay." This help is 
mixed with friendship and pure request of reciprocity (asking for the same favor in 
case next time when another woman gets a bad client). 
4) Help with the Money 
Money is always something sensitive, and is always a problem for them, 
especially for drug users. On Un Chau Street, when a sex worker asks a colleague to 
"help," it is always about money. Help means either to lend money to her, or to 
borrow money together with her. They always seem to lack money, because of drugs 
fees, fines, bail and loans. I have heard of lots of cases ofthis among the women on 
the streets, and later, I myselfbecame involved as a "money-lender" as I shall discuss 
^ 
in later parts of this chapter. � 
However, borrowing large amounts among familiar colleagues is not so 
common now. Ah Wan said: "The women here are very practical." No one was 
willing to lend money to colleagues on the streets, according to Ah Wan and Ah 
Kwui, for they know they will not get it back. Ah Kwui said that even the loan sharks 
did not like to lend money to the women on Un Chau Street. 
Ah Mei once said if she had problems, she would rather seek help from 
familiar clients rather than from her colleagues. She explained that if a client liked 
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her, it must be something that he could only get from her, so he would try within his 
limits to help. On the other hand, she said she did not trust the "sisters," feeling that 
they were always lying. "These women put money before everything. It'sjust like 
what they do with the clients for money. They only want someone who has 'use 
value'," said Ah Mei. She already bore a debt, partly because some people who 
borrowed money together with her had ran away, leaving her with the debt. Ah Kwui 
spoke similarly: "If your friend is your friend only for some benefits, you feel sad, 
right? I treat some people as good friends; if they have any problems, I will help. 
However, I have to work for my money too! Even the loan sharks don't like to lend 
money to these women now. They all cannot repay! People here don't repay debts, 
you have to be prepared for that." 
5) Concerning Drugs 
These women always take drugs together. They also sometimes "treat someone 
to a meal," that is, buy drugs and share them freely. 
Help is also available when taking drugs. Injecting drugs can be dangerous, 
even if their techniques ofinjection is "better than the doctors" (Ah Hung), after 
taking drugs for more than ten years. So it is sometimes better to take it with 
,v 
someone who will help if there is a problem. Sometimes wtien one has taken drugs 
for too long a time and cannot find parts ofthe body for injection, the other person 
helps to find a site. These women also tell each other when police are coming, and 
there are some people taking drugs within the stairs. 
6) Someone to Talk to/about 
These women often talk while waiting for clients, about all kinds of things. I 
often heard them talk about how expensive the bail is, what happened between them 
and their children, and so on. But I also heard a great deal of gossip, which reveals 
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what they think about each other and what things should be like. The gossip also 
reveals disputes among them. Gossip is actually political discussion or even debate 
within the group, always about what should/should not be done. These are very 
important signs of values and norms, ways to preserve dignity or even to resist 
against social stigma of their profession. 
B) Friends(?) 
These sex workers all have friends who are not sex workers. Ah Pin has a 
"flctive brother," Ah Lo. They came to know each other when some other friend took 
Ah Pin to Ah Lo's place to take drugs. The drugs takers usually establish networks of 
people, and find out whose place is safe to go to take drugs. 
Ah Lo is living in a public estate and is unemployed. His parents are dead and 
his brothers emigrated. Ah Pin lives in his place, but in a separate room (this is 
something the two both always emphasized). They also emphasized that their 
relationship is one of taking care of each other like brother and sister. Ah Lo pays all 
the rent and Ah Pin pays for his drugs sometimes. 
Once Ah Pin was in the hospital and asked me to help her to get something 
from home. Ah Lo actedjust like her family. He knew where the things were, and 
what Ah Pin could do in order to skip the hospital fee. Ah fin sometimes said that 
Ah Lo criticized her for not returning the money she owed me as I later discuss. 
Whenever I went to their place, Ah Lo tried to take out something to serve me. He 
always sat aside from the sofa and let Ah Pin and me sat there. 
In the middle of my fieldwork, Ah Lo decided to go to a detoxification centre 
to quit drugs. He thought that that Ah Pin should go too, so that they could both lead 
a "normal" life and work and "pass the days nicely." One can hear his underlying 





Ah Fun also has a flctive father, Yuen Pak. He is an 80-year-old man, whose 
family is all in the mainland. He worked as ajanitor in a guesthouse and, therefore he 
knew a lot of sex workers. Ah Fun likes him very much, thinking that he is like a 
father. She lived in his place during the time of my fieldwork. She wrote letters to 
him fromjail, after she was arrested. She always praised her fictive dad's good 
quality. "We all know that Yuen Pak has great fidelity," said Ah Fun. 
Another special friend is the boss of a small and old tea cafe in a street nearby. 
He always let these women "pay next time" (but the time of "next time" can be 
always postponed). Later, I found out that all people who were considered "friends" 
are welcomed. Other than Ah Pin, I have seen many old sex workers and some male 
triad members. Once Ah Pin "treated" me to lunch, but "paid next time." That day, 
the woman boss had a light argument with another old man. That old man wanted to 
take the meal away, but she did not let him, thinking that he did not respect them. 
She said, "We welcome friends to eat here, but if you take it away, you should pay." 
Sometimes, they call the guesthouses to inform the women when police are in sight. 
C) What are Friends for? — Friendship, Money and Reciprocity 
In this section, I shall talk about my encounter with these women in terms of 
.v 
money. They often said that they were in business becauset)f money. Moralists 
criticize them by saying they "would do anything for money." Even women more 
well offamong my informants said that the other women were "not trustworthy," 
because they "put profit in front of everything" (Ah Mei). Ah Mei's view, I believe, 
is widespread in society. In my interactions with Ah Pin as I will shortly discuss, I 
think I have come closer to the meaning of this important thing, money. 
First，let me give a brief "history of money" in my fieldwork. When I first tried 
to talk to these women, I tried to explain my research purpose, but Ah Lam stopped 
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me: "You don't have to say so much. If you want to know anything, just pay and 
we'll go to a place and taDc." Then she named a price of $350, which was, as I later 
knew, was considered too expensive by the other women. I think that it was not too 
much ifit was an exchange for her life story, although in quantity terms, $350 was 
very expensive for me. Ah Lam seemed a little embarrassed after talking to me and 
kept on telling me how I could get others to talk to me and what I should be careful 
about (e.g. not to ask about drugs). Moreover, she also explained why she wanted me 
to go to other places: "It's no good for you to stand with us at the bottom of the stairs, 
those men would come to you, or the police may come to you, in case you're talking 
to a woman who offended them." And she talked to me for much longer time then 
she stated at the start. 
After this, I started every conversation by naming myself, asking their names, 
and giving a short introduction of my research purpose. Then, a price, which was 
$250 as an average, would be settled between us. After the first conversation with 
each person, most were willing to talk to me without being paid. I did not have 
lengthy conversations with one or two who wanted payment each time. Paying 
money seems to be a symbol to state a certain level of sincerity, and start a 
relationship, but that relationship can be based on more t h ^ money later. 
Nonetheless, one of the biggest problems I encountered during the research 
was that ofmoney. There were many aspects to this problem. One ofthese was 
certainly that I was (and am) not a rich woman; the other was that, I was confused 
about the meaning of the flow of money. I got into money problems with one ofmy 
informants. I have to admit that I did not give enough thought to this matter until one 
day it appeared in an unpleasant way. However, this matter forced me to understand 
the meanings of "money" and "stereotype" in different ways. "Money" problems are 
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always something more than a matter of some colored paper notes, while 
"stereotype" can be something stabbed into our flesh so deeply that we cannot 
recognize it. I think it is important I mention this notjust for the sake of the self-
reflexivity of a researcher, but also for what it tells about the meaning of money. This, 
I think is key in the issue of "prostitution," since the main social criticism, no matter 
which kinds of concem are related to money as a key issue. 
Ah Pin borrowed from me about four thousand dollars in total (to me, this was 
quite a large sum of money). Often she called me from the police station when she 
was arrested and needed bail to keep her out ofjail in order to make a living, or when 
she had to hand in a fine to avoid being arrested again. The police came to arrest the 
women on Un Chau Street quite often when I was there; and beyond that, the 
economic recession affected these women's business quite seriously. Making a living 
on the street became harder and harder. Therefore, I knew that she really was not 
able to return the money to me within a short time. However, I felt like something 
was wrong. 
Once on a dark day with a black rainstorm signal hung up, I was with her on 
w. 
the street. She suggested treating me to lunch. On our way,^ I suggested that, part of 
the thousand dollars I lent her, I could make it a kind of salary, hiring her as a 
research assistant, since I really needed her help for much information, introducing 
informants, giving opinions on some written materials and discussing matters with 
me. On the other hand, I also insisted that she return part of it, as I did not want to 
feel like I was giving to charity. She strongly shook her head and said: "We are not 
greedy people, I'll retum the full amount of money to you. I'll also help you with 




From what she said, I could see that she knew very much about the social I 
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Stigma of women in her profession, and she strived hard to work against this | 
stigmatization. She emphasized in her first sentence that "they" were not "greedy" | 
•« 
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people and "greedy" was an adjective for these women that pointed directly towards 
"money." This was actually not surprising, since one of the most common stereotype 
about them was "they would do anything for money, even selling themselves." 
Underlying this statement was a whole set oflogics about their excess greed for 
money. Obviously, she did not want to share the stigma and actively worked against 
it. 
We went to a tea-cafe she was very familiar with. I only drank a cup ofhot 
chocolate, which cost little, since I knew that she did not have much money. After 
lunch, she shouted out to the owner of the tea-cafe: "Hey, boss, I'll pay you next 
time!" The owner of the cafe knew her and always let her do it. He was not her 
customer, not her close friend, nor her boyfriend of any kind, but he was always 
willing to let people who often came "pay next time." After the lunch fee was settled, 
she had a look into her purse and asked me to lend her $20, in a very embarrassed 
manner, for her transport fee back home. Well, twenty dollars was not very much, 
but it was already more expensive then the cup ofchocolat'e she treated me to! I 
smiled and shook my head, but finally gave her the money. 
She spelled out in detail how much she owed me, after the twenty dollars plus. 
Again, this was to show that she remembered that she owed me money, that she 
would not pretend that nothing happened and she would not cheat me for money. 
This was another active try to wipe away the stigma while in a state of "suspicion" 
(borrowing more when not being able to repay the old debt). Within those several 
seconds many things rushed into my mind. Later, when I tried to understand the 
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situation the whole thing, I said to myself: if she was not being too absent-minded, 
she must be too clever, or something in between. 
There could be many kinds of explanations. The most simple and 
straightforward explanation was that she was simply using me，trying to milk me for 
all the money that she could. This explanation fits the stereotype of "a prostitute is a 
greedy woman" and "a drug addict will do anything to get the money." 
However, it could also be that she was not aware of the emptiness ofher purse, 
but when she wanted to treat a friend to lunch, she did so. This was very possible to 
someone who was not used to planning for money use, like her. This money planning 
habit mightjust not be practical for someone who just scratched out a living, and also 
had a playful attitude towards life. 
It could also be that she knew that she did not have enough money to go home, 
and she also wanted to treat me to lunch (for accompanying her to court on that bad 
weather day). She knew that the owner would let her "pay next time," so that she 
could reciprocate to me in some ways other than repaying the debt, showing her 
sincerity in the relationship and working against her perceived stigma and so on. On 
the other hand, she could also borrow her way home, in a less embarrassed 
> 
atmosphere. If this was the case, it was really a very cleveit^technique ofliving, 
trained, I believed, by her long period of personal economic difficulty. 
It could also be, she firstly wanted to treat me to lunch, but then, she thought of 
her purse. So she did the two things together, while doing the first thing might make 
an easy way for the second. 
I thought there were still lots of possibilities. It could also be she did not really 
give any thought to this. The problem was all these rushed into my head all ofa 
sudden and I just could notjudge which package ofmeaning she was utilizing to. For 
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one second, I also thought that: "She only needed $2.2 to take the minibus back 
home. With twenty dollars she could take a taxi." I did not even know if she really 
took this money to take a taxi or to take drugs. Sometimes, drug needs can take over. 
However, it could also be because it was a black rainstorm day. The minibus 
stopped quite a distance from her home. If it were me，I might also take a taxi, which 
might stopped right in front of my home. Later I thought to myself, if it was a 
schoolmate asking me for that money, I wouldjump to the conclusion that it was a 
rainstorm matter. 
Before this, I would not admit it if someone accused me of discriminating 
against these sex workers. I thought it was reasonable for me to have doubts, since 
she had already borrowed a sum of money from me which she did not retum. 
Nonetheless, it could also be that I was holding a double standard towards her. This 
double standard, in tum, came from my articulation of the stigmatized image of these 
women being "dishonest," "greedy" and also, a drug user's image of "doing anything 
to get the money for dmgs." I think the truth is the mixture of all of these, but then, I 
sensed that if the situation went on like this, it would be really bad for me, and for 
our relationship. 
•«• 
Later, one day she was sent to the hospital. I helped her to fetch her identity 
cards and "Certificate of Comprehensive Social Security Assistance Recipients" from 
her home, under the help ofher co-habitating fictive brother, Ah Lo. (They did not 
have a telephone at home, so I could not phone Ah Lo and ask him to take those 
things to the hospital.) I found the certificate in her purse with not a cent in it, and 
places designed for paper money was full of court papers. 
Several days after, Ah Pin called me and said that she would be discharged by 
the hospital the next day. I thought her mother or brothers might come, too, since she 
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told me that they had come to visit her. However, it tumed out that I was the only 
one to tum up that day. She said she only called me. 
As we were leaving the hospital, I asked her if she would follow Ah Lo's 
suggestion to go to the social worker in that hospital for a new "Certificate of 
Comprehensive Social Security Assistance Recipients," since hers was out-dated. 
She answered with her weak voice: "No, I will apply for a new one when I go to the 
Social Welfare Department tomorrow." She also mentioned that there was a due date 
of payment. That is, one did not have to pay the hospital immediately when one was 
discharged. 
I was puzzled for a moment, since this worked against my experience with 
hospitals. My parents always went in and out ofhospitals. Every time we paid right 
away. So I thought everybody did that. There was obviously a gap of social 
knowledge between Ah Pin and me. This was, to some extent, related to the different 
classes we belonged to. My family, I believed, was among the lower middle class, 
and my parents' education about money was quite strict. They basically taught me to 
pay everything right away. This was, I think, related to an image of a "hardworking 
and honest" person, who was not very rich but decent. The "due date" my parents 
� ‘ 
taught me was therefore "immediately." However, to Ah Pin, no matter what was 
written about the due date on the hospital bill, there was a buffer time gap in her 
mind, one arrived at through long-time personal economic difficulties. 
After all the money flow, I thought she knew well that I was somehow upset 
with her attitude. However, she also had to borrow the money from somebody. Her 
mother would not help her any more. She also had some argument with her old 
customer. Ah Kwan, who often helped her with money, but demanded much from 
her (sexually rather than emotionally), for which she disliked him. Her fictive brother, 
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Ah Lo, although caring much about her, was as poor as she was. As for her sisters on 
the street, most were in better economic condition than she was. Some comparatively 
well offwomen, like Ah Kwui, knew that people like Ah Pin were not able to retum 
the money, so they hardly lent money her, unless she begged desperately. As for the 
loan sharks, I thought they naturally went to last on the list. So, I was the only one 
left. 
I knew that it was the numerous arrests that made her in debt with me，and 
with her poor business she could not retum the money. What I cared about was if she 
intended to retum the money and if she was aware that this relationship was inclining 
towards being built on money. Moreover, I did not want to feel like this (lending her 
money) was something I ought to do. "Relationship built on money only," that was 
something the sex workers were criticized most severely for, and was a kind of grand 
narration about them about which I had doubts and which I was trying to open new 
perspectives on. 
Nevertheless, I was not sure ifI was being too calculating. When I was myself 
in much better economic condition compared to her, it was really hard for me to be 
after her for her debts. But I also felt that I had to stand firm, rather than being too 
,v 
softhearted. •• This time I really did not know what was meant by "treating people 
fairly." Our friendship was hardly a fair one. We were at very different positions in a 
social hierarchy which expresses itself in this friendship hierarchy. Other than being 
aware ofthis situation, I also wamed myself against being overwhelmed by guilt. 
This was because, although positions and hierarchies were relatively rigid in the 
larger social structure, their meanings can also be manipulated and made use ofin 
various situations by various individuals. 




were totally not like what the social stereotypes say about them. Rather, I think, there 
was some truth to it. However, I believe what is important to an ethnographer is not 
only what is "truth," but why and how it becomes the "truth" for some people and not 
for others. If we accept the explanations and articulations suggested by these 
stereotyped images too easily, many things will be overlooked. 
On Un Chau Street, where there were always issues ofborrowing/ returning/ 
paying/ bargaining/ going after/ owing money, the meanings of money was not only 
that of some paper note. In the following, I shall review the monetary relationship 
between these women and two groups of people: the customers and the fellow sex 
workers or friends. 
As for the customers, from the experience these women described, the money 
was a boundary. If a man was treated exclusively as "customer," the money received 
played a role ofboundary to define what could and could not be done during the 
transaction. If a man was perceived as something more than a "customer," then the 
amount he gave and the attitude of giving was counted. For example, when Ah Kong 
gave one or two thousand dollars to Ah Pin, but asked for sexual intercourse 
,v 
immediately after that, as earlier discussed, it was considered inappropriate. This was 
because he was someone "chasing" her, someone who had asked her to go to his 
home and have dinner with his children, and someone like that was expected to have 
more care about her, and should not seek a monetary transaction at these times. 
As for sisters, the issue was more complex. Let me give an example to 
illustrate this. One day Ah Hung and Ah Pin were taking drugs within the staircase. 
Ah Hung looked really drugged up, with her eyes closed and body shifting, but it 





me: "Some women on the street are really bad. They are very practical. Even if you 
once helped them, they won't reciprocate! This one (Ah Pin) is different, she 
reciprocates!" From her words, it seemed that when something happens, and urgent 
money is needed for dmgs or to pay a fine or bail, the willingness to lend money to 
someone represented the two parties' close relationship. 
Although Ah Hung had such good comment about Ah Pin, Ah Pin, later made 
no such good comment about Ah Hung: "She does not reciprocate! Once she was 
arrested, her 16uh-g^ulg asked me desperately for money, and I was so softhearted, I 
lent it to her. Later, I asked her for a little sum of money, she wouldn't lend it to me!" 
I had some good feelings towards Ah Hung, so I said: "Maybe she really did not 
have the money, too?" She immediately argued: "The hell she didn't! She doesn't 
reciprocate!" She even tried to prove her statement: "The tea-cafe owner was willing 
to let others pay next time, but not her! She doesn't have the credit!" 
However, others also used similar kind of comment against Ah Pin. Once 
when I was talking to Ah Kwui, she heard Ah Pin say that she would call me on a 
certain day. After Ah Pin had left, Ah Kwui asked me: "Did she borrow money from 
you?" "Yes," I said. Her face showed this confidence in knowing exactly what 
,v 
happened. "How much?" she asked. I just smiled. "A lot huh?" I smiled and nodded 
in an embarrassed way. "I knew it when she said she will call you on which day! She 
won't have the money! She owed me several thousand also! Well, I know that she 
doesn't have it." I did not say anything and she continued: "Your parents work hard 
to eam the money, don't waste it like that! You are studying, you had to pay if you 
wanted to taUc to us~you won't have so much money! Don't lend money to others 
so easily here!" I had nothing to say. Although I was using my own studentship, not 
my parents' money, and although I somehow disagreed in some sense with the 
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premises underlying her speech. I could not response. ^ 1 
After all this, I became better able to think about my relationship with Ah Pin. A 
• V.->'.| 
1 
Looking back, it was actually unfair to say that our relationship has all been based on . � � 
money. She did not call me every time when things happened and she needed help, | 
s 
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but also for chatting. She also actively provided a lot of information and introduced 1 
me to others, read materials (my Chinese writings, which are notes of thinking and 
hypotheses) and gave comments, and all in all, helped with all she might to 
compensate her not being able to retum the money on time. I talked to her later and 
asked for her understanding. It seems that she understands the money matter is 
annoying me, but things are still not settled, even now. 
(III) Some Implications 
A) Rearrangement of Relationships 
In this chapter, I have briefly introduced my main informants' social network 
of families, friends, and colleagues. I do this categorization of relationships for easy 
understanding. However, after all this fieldwork, I find that clear-cut categorization 
of relationships is just a kind of stereotyping. These stereotypes are often taken as 
"natural" or "fact," just like our gender roles. However, people, especially who are 
not accepted as "normal," after negotiating about the contefit of relationship 
stereotypes. 
For instance, Ah Pin and Ah Lo,s "non-relative and non-lover cohabitation" 
relationship is the most difficult one to categorize. They both think that it is strange 
and they both think that others think they are strange. It is strange because of its 
complexity and stability. However, it may be the best arrangement in life for them. 
They tried to "localize" this "exotic" relationship by naming it under a flctive relative 
category, which was imagined as "understandable" and "acceptable" when they live 196 
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in the same housing unit. However, the ambiguous elements in their relationship still -^'^ ^m 
exist, and I can feel that kinds of negotiations about how relationship goes is going f ^ ^ 
on. For instance, Ah Lo thought that ifhe quit drugs, he could help Ah Pin to quit， ^^M 
''邊 then they could each find a decentjob and lead a better life. It seems that he was 'I 
:..¾ 
planning long term relationship with Ah Pin. However, Ah Pin seemed as if she 1 
considered the best thing was living with a 16uh-gung, if she could find one. 
B) Negotiated Identities 
The identity of a "sex worker" is not fixed, neither is it the only identity these 
women have. Over time，they try to escape from this identity, reform the meaning of 
it, or settle under it, depending on situations. 
For instance, when there is a client who does not pay, solidarity emerges, 
resentments and disputes among these women are set aside temporarily. They help 
each other. At this time, the identity of a sex worker is powerful. Sometimes when 
they are in court, although the identity of sex worker (= criminal) is the subordinated 
role there, the mutual support and accompaniment of "colleagues" make them feel 
stronger. When they are criticizing policemen's behaviour, they are also criticizing it 
as sex workers. 
.*• 
When they face their 16uh-gung (老公),their identit^ is louh-p6h (老婆，co-
habitating), theirjob identity is always with them. This is because the ideological 
equation between sex and love contradicts theirjob. They always use the relationship 
they define as one of which to re-examine the relationship they may think of in terms 
oflove, in order to draw the difference between the two, which they believe is a 
must. 
At other times, for instance, when parents or children want to know theirjob 
and they do not want to tell, this identity of sex worker is something to escape from. 
197 
This is the only group of people in my informants' daily life who may not take my 
informants' job as a well-known fact. Most people in this group are identified by 
these women as members of normal society. When facing people from normal 
society, my informants feel more discursive pressure and may try to present more of 
their normal aspects, just as they present themselves to me. I am not saying that what 
they said in this sense is false, however. Other than being a sex worker, they are 
mothers, daughters, sisters, aunts, and sisters ofother people these are also real parts 
oftheir identity. When they try to present these aspects ofthemselves, it seems to me 
that they are half-consciously trying to resist the normal society's stigma, which take 
them as nothing else but "whores." 
Q More aboutExchanges andReciprocity 
Exchanges often take place among friends and colleagues on the streets. The 
rhetoric ofreciprocity is very important in grabbing a living on the street. It does not 
only have to do with money, but other things like detecting the existence ofpolice; in 
being someone to talk to while awaiting clients and is bored; in money problem; in 
helping some sex worker to find another sex worker who owed the former money 
and did not seem to want to retum it; in information resources about prices ofdmgs, 
• V 
social welfare, prices of other sex workers, knowledge ofc6urts, knowledge ofhow 
to please men in bed; and much else. 
Over time，the reciprocity relates to money, as in the case between Ah Pin and 
me. However, from my story, we can see that the flow ofmoney, using Angie Hart's 
words，is tied up with the notion of reciprocity and exchange (1998:105-130). This 
flow took on the rhetoric ofhuman relationships (whether it was friendship, love, 
customer relationship, sisterhood or something else un-named). For instance, among 




ofhuman relationships. When you return money to somebody, you do not only return J 
•i 
money, but also "yMm-chihng"(人情，favor, sentiment, affection), or sincerity in | 
i 
keeping a relationship. When you lend money to somebody, the money also goes 
with "reciprocity," "helping" and also "yahn-chihng." "Money" in this sense was 
something more than money, more than economics. Hart's term, "Economics at 
Heart" (1998:163) is a very appropriate description that could be transplanted into 
this research. 
Nonetheless，I have no intention to romanticize the sisterhood on the street. 
Actually, I often heard mutual criticisms, often related to money, due to the poor 
economic condition of most of them. For instance, Ah Kwui criticized her colleagues 
for treating her as more than a money provider, and Ah Mei said: "I don't feel my 
colleagues are trustworthy, they are greedy women...." However, another time when 
Ah Yuk asked me to borrow a hundred dollars, Ah Pin did not criticize butjust 
whispered to me that, Ah Yuk could not repay me since she was poor. A meaningful 
phenomenon is that, the criticisms related to money against other colleagues are 
often made by the better off ones with better business. The reason Ah Pin did not 
criticize Ah Yuk, I think, is that on the one hand, Ah Pin was in debt to me too; on 
the other hand, she was in the same condition and could umierstand the difficulty of 
AhYuk. 
From chapter four to six, I talked about the three sets of relationship with 
masculinity (clients, 16uh-gMg and "order keepers"). I think patriarchy penetrates 
through these women's lives most forcefully through police, triads, and 16uh-gmig. 
The things the women try to negotiate and exchange for with them are too vast: 
felicity, freedom, and safety. Since these things are too huge to exchange for, if 
mutual respect is always not the case, these women's ability to negotiate is relatively 
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low. On the other hand, although the women are often thought ofas the victim of 
patriarchy, there remains more space for negotiation. Their dislike ofthejob is more 
about the social stigma, rather than the clients. For instance. Ah Lam once expressed 
that her clients were all very nice, but shejust felt uncomfortable about herself, 
having to "go to bed with so many men." However, at the time ofeconomic recession, 
these women's ability to negotiate with the clients is worse off. 
Actually, exchanges and reciprocity take place more equally among fiiends 
and colleagues, although misunderstandings and disputes are mixed in these 
relationships. However, I found that many of them do not place much hope in the 
friendship among colleagues. This, on the one hand, is because of the money 
problems and related stigmas as I have discussed. On the other hand, I think this is 
because most of them seemed to imagine their greatest happiness must be in having a 
good 16uh-gmig, which is a key to understand how they deal with the gender 
ideology I shall discuss in the next chapter. 
In all the above chapters, I have been describing and analyzing what I have 
seen and been through on Un Chau Street. In the last chapter, I will try to combine 
少 
the microanalysis of preceding chapters with a macro anal3^sis, looking at gender 
relations as a whole. 
Notes 
1 
1 "Coming out to Work" in Cantonese is "cheut-laih-jouh"(出黎做）specifically means prostitution. 
While taUcing about "normal" jobs, we say "coming out to do things"(出黎做啣’ cheut-l^ih-jouh-
yeh). 
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C h i a j p t : e r N i n e 
H t a p p i n e s s : W h o i s C J u a l i f l e d ? 
一 一 a R _ e f l e x i v e X > i s o u s s i o n o f O u r 
S t a n d a r d i z e d F e l i c i t y 
"I always think that, I dare not face this (a problem with her 
reproductive system) until after I am a normal person. I mean, until after I 
quit this job, quit drugs, begin doing what normal people do, that is, to 
lead a very normal life," Ah Wan said . When she said this, she made a 
hand movement as if she were talking about things very distant from her 
life now. 
"Now we want to make quick money. Once we have enough money, we'll 
shift to decent businesses.... At least we could then work when daylight 
comes and rest when night comes.... We won't have to bear so much risk 
to live then," Ah King said with a wistful smile. 
"I dare not say that I know very well how to teach my daughter, but, so 
far so good. You know what the Buddhists say: whatever you have done 
wrong, it may be avenged in the next life; but if you treat your parents 
badly, you must be avenged in this life. This is reasonable, since 
everyone has children, and children tend to mimic what their parents do. 
If the parents don't treat grandpas and grandmas nicely, their children 
won't treat them nicely when they grow up," said Ah Kwui. 
"I will really quit (drugs) this time. Then 1,11 come back to persuade Ah 
Pin to quit. Then we shall both find a decentjob and go on living nicely." 
Ah Lo, Ah Pin's fictive brother, said this before he went to the drugs 
rehabilitation centre at Shek Koo Chau. 
"I think I should think about it seriously. I really don '^t know what I live 
like this for，" murmured Ah Pin, sitting on a hospitafibed. She was there 
because of some dangerous infection after shooting up heroin. 
(I) On the Margin, In the Mainstream 
From all the above chapters, we have discussed how these women manage 
identity in everyday life. From this, I try to understand their expectation of a "good 
life" and whether they consider they are having a "good life" or not, and why they 
think so. It seems obvious to the women that they cannot possibly lead a good life 
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life" while doing this job. Ah Yuk once said that a woman doing the job happily was '; 
"much cheaper than I am." 
On the other hand, I found that most of my informants aspire to a life that they 
do not consider they are able to attain, at least for now. Facing the researcher (a 
woman considered to have high status in normal society), they continuously 
narratively constructed themselves against the stigma of their profession. This kind 
of narration can be roughly divided into two types. Their narration can be 
constructed against the assumptions of some stigma: for example, they strongly 
emphasize that they do not "seduce" the men; usually, it is the men who actively 
come to them for business. On the other hand, their narration oflife stories can also 
be constructed to conform, either by admitting the "badness"/ "ignorance"/ "victim 
status" of themselves, or by saying that they hold the same "normal" moral standard 
as is held in larger society. 
Being "normal" is like a virtue for these women. As members of a stigmatized 
group, they feel much pressure to show evidence of their normality. As I have 
mentioned in chapter four, they discipline themselves according to what they 
perceive as normal sexual morality, in ways that most of us in normal society do, but 
,v 
with much more effort. ^ 
According to Goffman, sex workers are stigmatized because they are 
"considered to be engaged in some kind of collective denial of the social order," and 
that they are "perceived as failing to use available opportunity for advancement in 
the various approved runways of society; they show open disrespect for their betters; 
they lack piety; they represent failures in the motivational schemes of 
society."(1963:171) In other words, the profession seriously offends normal society. 
As these women openly "disrespect" happiness in terms of proper ways ofliving 
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defined by normal society, they are defined by normal society as people who are not 
qualified for happiness, as a punishment for not giving face to the normal moral 
standards which everyone is supposed to know well and obey. Street sex workers 
especially are targets of punishment, since they are violating social morality in such a 
crude and open way. 
As I have mentioned in chapter three, mainstream discourses compel the sex 
workers to explain themselves in terms of two discourses, those of the "poor women" 
or the "bad women." However inadequate this categorization is, it is mainstream and 
strong. In these discourses these are women who cannot ^>oor women) or do not (bad 
women) help themselves. In both cases, they are considered particularly "imperfect" 
and "impure." Either punishment or discipline is needed to help them. This actually 
means that they are not qualified for any kind ofhappiness, they should feel the need 
to seek help, or feel sorry for their immoral way of living, or regret their own wrong 
deeds, which put them into this bad situation of selling sex to men. These women are 
not supposed to live a happy life without feeling remorse, otherwise they would 
become even more dishonored. Anyway, punishment, both in terms of legal 
punishment and social stigmatization, is the socially approved way to treat them. In 
少 
the context of rigid dichotomized moral categories of "good" and "bad," punishment 
is neverjust punishment, but is also a tool to wam other "good women" not to do this 
and to stay where they are promised the ring of "happiness" in their normal lives. 
Talking about normality, we have to consider the major social forces or 
ideologies in Hong Kong nowadays: patriarchy, capitalism and the state. Through 
the processes of dichotomizing the "normaVgood/mainstream" and the 
i 
"abnormaLlDadAnarginar' rigidly into two fields, what have these forces done to 
shape "their" (my informants') "marginal" lives and "our" (mainstream society's) 
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"normal" lives? M 
In this last chapter, I shall try to combine the micro and macro analysis, and (邏 
^ ^ ^m 
look into how and why our "normal" society creates one of its shadows, heterosexual . | f l 
sex work for male. Through these discussions, I wish to re-examine our taken-for- ^ j 
granted notions of"felicity," "family," "love," "sex," "body," "exchange," "work" and V 
so on, which bar some people (street sex workers in this case) in our society from :疆 
; 3 
living happily. What is more, I wish to think about "happiness" and the possibility of .:'mk 
m 
its fair distribution, in terms of the diversification and democratization of its l^m 
meanings. ^ ^ H 
(II) The Process of Marginalization on the Street ^^^H 
There are plenty of ways in which stigma marginalizes people. I want to j ^ ^ 
discuss this in both ideological and material aspects. I would say that the "normal" ^ 9 
ideological apparatus in contemporary society in Hong Kong is the nuclear family or : ^ B 
邏 
the heterosexual monogamous love relationship and their underlying rules. One can ; ^ B 
understand it as the hegemony of the image of the family, which satisfies certain m m 
needs in our society，which I shall discuss in detail in the next part of this chapter. A ~ ^ B 
1^^a 
heterosexual monogamous love relationship, with its implied form of living ^ ^ 
arrangement of a nuclear family, is the only legitimated imagined space where ' ^ | 
people's love and sex can be articulated. Most people, including both "normal" ^ 9 
people and "deviants，” give consent to this idea. Anything outside of this morality is 灣 
to be condemned. The other aspect of marginalization of street sex workers concerns M 
the institutional and economic arrangements limiting their material resources. In the 萄 
case of street sex work, this is obviously done by police and triads, through fines, | 
‘ - ¾ 
• 'i 
bail, loans, drugs, and management of the street sex workers' bodies. 
However, these two levels of marginalization must not be viewed as separate. 
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Rather, they define one another and go hand in hand. In the stories ofUn Chau Street, 
there are many techniques of marginalization, but let me here summarize the details 
ofthe above chapters and discuss some interesting examples. 
"Some judges think that we earn a lot, so they fine us heavily.“ 
(Ah Pin) 
"Even ifyou are sitting in a park like a piece of wood, they (the 
police) can arrestyou. “ (Ah Mei) 
The stories I have tried to organize in chapter six explore how the legal system 
and the police, as legitimized mechanisms with missions to sustain the "justice" of 
the "normal" society, carry out the work of marginalization and stigmatization which 
the street sex workers have to face every day. 
Police, as the "street-fighters" against "crime," are the most active agents 
carrying the symbolic and physical power against the sex workers. The power 
structures work through training the police's emotional recognition of the 
importance ofbeing powerful against those who are outlaws, and training the police 
to believe that they are the representatives of "justice." When most of them think that 
prostitution is to be combated, they canjustify the false arrests and fake evidence. 
Therefore, giving face to these police has become an issue for my informants. 
However, most sex workers think that it is "wrong" to do this job, and so when 
they are arrested by undercover police while doing business, they tend not to resent 
the arrest: "You are working in this profession, after all," said Ah Wan. 
On the other hand, it is significant that I heard more than one sex worker say 
that ifthe judge thought that a woman eamed a lot, she would be fined more heavily. 
The rationale behind this, I believe, is that these women are working in an immoral 
job and earning "more than they should." Thus, the women should be fined heavily 
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for at least two reasons: first, to "threaten" or "encourage" them to stop (which both 
the judges and the sex workers know is useless); and second, to restrict the women's 
economic resources, to make their income at least similar to that ofthe "average 
working class women," or to make them even poorer and more heavily in debt. This 
is, in other words, a restriction ofpaths ofupward mobility to those disapproved by 
the general motivational scheme of society at large. 
"With us，you can pay the lowest price and ‘see，everything, “ (Ah 
Kwui) 
As Ah Kwui said, the price of street sex work is the lowest in the sex industry. 
In chapter three I have discussed, from the viewpoints ofmy informants, the 
differences ofworking in sexjobs in different parts of the hierarchy of sex work, and 
also employmentoutside ofthe sex business. Here, I seek to explore how these 
hierarchies are formed, and what they mean. 
In a capitalist society, everything is assumed to be something that can bear a 
price in terms ofmoney. Some writers say that prostitution is especially alienated. 
For instance, Pateman argues that the selling of sex sells away a person in a very real 
4r 
sense, especially given the context ofpatriarchy which subordinates women (1988). 
However, for every job we can get, there is a price of alienation to be paid. For every 
job we can get, we choose within constrained possibilities, and we do it for the 
money. Even an entrepreneur has to do things s/he does not want to, to attain a 
business goal. In other words, we all sell different parts of our bodies, mind, energy 
and time to do things we may not be willing to do, for the sake ofmoney. 
Sex workers are considered deviant because of society's basic assumption of 
the model ofa"good woman" and ofthe limited legitimate contexts in which sex can 
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be articulated. A woman is not supposed to have sex with many men, and also, she 
cannot ask for money for sex from a man. In other words, she is only supposed to 
have sex with the one man she loves or marries, and no money should be directly 
exchanged for any kind of giving or service within this kind of relationship. 
There are different networks ofhierarchy intersecting here. These include the 
hierarchy of work, the hierarchy of morality, the hierarchy of gender and sexuality, 
the hierarchy of different parts of our bodies, the hierarchy of pleasure, the hierarchy 
of forms of selling sexuality and so on. And all of these, to various extents, are 
embodied and symbolized by a price, an exchange value, counted in terms of money, 
which then refers back to the person's position in the social hierarchy. 
Here we find that the mainstream social discourse constitutes a hierarchy of 
different parts of a person，roughly as follows: the mind at the top, the body as lower, 
and the sexual organs of the lower body, with no "spiritual" meaning embodied, at 
the bottom (while the sex, with "spiritual" meaning embodied, is very sacred). The 
commercialization or conunodification of these body parts refers to these different 
"prices." 
Sex work, however, is a little more complicated, since there is a hierarchy 
,» 
within the industry. Sex work with much packaging (e.g. mghtclubs), where sex 
workers are supposed also to carry out social activities and where affection and 
brainwork are mixed together with sex work, bears a much higher price than the 
naked selling of sex on the streets. In the sex industry, based on what my informants 
told me, I think the hierarchy is roughly that of nightclub sex workers at the top and 
street sex workers at the bottom. 
The prices of other forms of selling sex are set not only on the basis of the sex 
worker herself, but also on the basis of the cost contributed by third parties, usually 
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the triads. Nightclubs involve the greatest investment of the triads. The sex workers 
have to go through a process of self-aesthetization, paying for their own "sexy" 
costumes. Moreover, in a higher class nightclub, it is also a place for those who work 
in "decent business" in "normal society" to treat their clients. Sex is not permitted in 
the space of the nightclubs; clients can only buy an hour of a miss's time from her 
boss to take her out. What they do outside is "very private." In this form, the meaning 
of selling sex is best wrapped within all kinds of aesthestization, which conceals the 
meaning of sex while exposing it. For instance, the high cost of the women's 
costumes implies something "high-class;" yet these costumes, showing the women's 
beauty, also bear a meaning of preparing her to serve clients. In nightclubs, which 
seemed to be the "highest" form of selling sex, the sex worker has some control of 
choosing clients, if she is popular and many clients are willing to pay for the time 
with her. This degree of freedom permitted by her bosses, in tum, pushes up her 
price. 
Again, the hierarchy of work shows up within the prostitution industry. The 
highest price requires the woman to use her brain. This work requires that women 
know how to chat with a man, how to please him, how to create an atmosphere to 
.^ 
make him feel good, comfortable and confident, in bed or eut ofbed, that is, to feel 
like a "real man." Sometimes these prostitutes are required to accompany the clients 
to see their peers or business partners, and the character mentioned above becomes 
even more important. Selling sex and making it look like their clients' own work and 
own attractiveness bears the highest price. 
An interesting point to note here concerns the hierarchy of body work and the 
concept of selling oneself. People seem to agree that brain work is the highest, that 
thinking is the most valuable thing of a person. Brain work seems to be the work that 
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can be done with the "real self." Meanwhile, "normal" society criticizes prostitutes 
because they "sell themselves," because they "sell their bodies." The logic seems to 
be when one sells one's sexual organs for service, it is "prostitution;" but if s/hc sell 
other parts of the body, it is not "prostitution." 
However, in capitalist logic, we are all selling labor in the labor market. In 
capitalist logic, we should strive for the lowest cost and the highest retum. 
Contradictions arise here: given the cultural definition of the lowest worth of the 
sexual organ, if we have to sell ourselves anyway，why do we not keep the "most 
valuable" parts (e.g. brainwork) to ourselves and only sell the "least valuable" parts 
(e.g. sexual organs with no "spiritual" meanings embodied)? On the other hand, 
given the patriarchal cultural definition of a "good woman" I have mentioned above, 
there is only a small portion of women in the population who are willing to bear the 
heavy stigma of selling sexual services. Given the capitalist logic, this commodity 
(sexual service) is comparatively scarce, so it bears a high price. Even when the 
women are working on the streets, with the lowest price in the industry, their salary is 
about $200 per twenty minutes, which is much higher than any ordinary working 
class job (which pays about $20 to $30 per hour). 
The hierarchies of gender, sexuality and work, embedded in the capitalist and 
patriarchal discursive orders, may work together well in contemporary Hong Kong 
society. However, when it comes to sex work, they intersect and create discrepancies 
for each other's logic. This may explain why sex work with brain work bears the 
highest price and social status in the sex industry, since the involvement of "more 
valuable" parts of a person can supplement the "unworthy" exchange of sex and 
money. In this sense, it is not difficult to understand that why street sex workers, 





In chapter seven, I have discussed taking drugs as an important part of the Un 
Chau Street subculture. Drug taking is one ofthe signs ofbeing at the margin. The 
sex workers sometimes take drugs as a symbol of staying in this life, that is, ofbeing 
"bad," to escape from their own moral requirement towards themselves. For instance, 
in chapter three, I discussed how they used "taking drugs" as an important factor 
binding them to the business, and preventing them from leaving this work. However, 
being with them for days and months, I started to feel that I could not clearly tell the 
relations of sex workers to drugs in explaining why they are still working on the 
streets. If a sex worker really left the work, and did not have a better-off 16uh-gung, 
what was she going to live on? Drugs take away most of one's consciousness, and 
enable you to "stop thinking," as many of my informants expressed. 
As I have shown in the previous chapters, their thinking to a large extent 
conforms to the mainstream discourse, and they lack the countercultural capital to 
enable them to stand for their work as a legitimate choice. The mainstream discourse 
produces the rationale for their stigma. Between accepting what is assumed to be 
"universally right" and accepting themselves, a discrepancy is apparent. Handling 
the boundary of the self is very difficult for people who are so heavily stigmatized. 
When the whole society looks down upon you, it is extremely difficult for you to 
have self-respect. They try to preserve self-respect by using techniques to create 
boundaries between them and their clients (see chapter four). However, the basic 
assumptions of "love," "sex," "proper women" etc., are still the same for most sex 
workers as they are for members of the larger society. If their consciousness is 
always placed in this kind of serious conflict, they need to be away from their 
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consciousness, naturally; and this is a big reason, I suggest, why they take drugs. 
Only Ah Mei and Ah Lam among my informants did not take drugs and 
criticized people who did. I think this has a lot to do with the fact that they are the 
only two who have spent many years in "normal" society, and who have taken in 
many of society's basic assumptions about dmgs, which have been publicized as a 
moral and social problem rather than a health problem. People in a half-conscious or 
unconscious state may scare "normal" people, and normal society often stigmatizes 
what it is frightened of: an additional stigma held by many of these women. 
There is a marginalized market for drugs as a commodity, with marginalized 
consumers (these sex workers, for example) and marginalized suppliers (the triads). 
This marginalized commodity is a necessity for many stigmatized people who have 
discrepancies between accepting oneself and conforming to mainstream morality. I 
think this is one reason why many of them quit and retake dmgs of various kinds 
again and again. Moreover, as I have mentioned in chapter four, if they have no other 
choice but remaining in sex work, they tend to use drugs to hide their "real selves" 
(their conscious selves), so that the men cannot really penetrate them. On the other 
hand, dmgs push the sex workers more towards the "margin." Drugs suck their 
.» 
money away, which keeps them in continuous poverty. Dmgs also reveal how the 
more powerful groups among the marginals (triads) suck resources from the 
comparatively weaker groups. 
Heroin isolates these women. Taking heroin requires a large sum of money 
each day. At this time of economic recession, business has declined and the money 
eamed is not enough for many of these heroin users. Naturally, they tum to friends 
or families or colleagues to borrow money, given their physical needs. However, as 
bail and fines are usual expenses, plus business is bad, they usually cannot return the 
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money. In this way, the number of their friends in or out of the industry declines. Ah 
Kwui, who takes only methamphetamine, once complained that she was hurt that 
friends in the street treat her like a money providing machine: "I have to work for 
my money too!" Heroin seems to prevent these women from having reciprocal 
human relationships. 
Gaze and Assaults: Psychological and PhysicalAbuse 
In chapter six, I mentioned that if the sex workers were not able to retum the 
loans, they sometimes just ran away from the district managed by that triad. This 
action of running away, aside from being taken for one's own safety, is also a way to 
give face to the triads. What would the triad men think if you owe them money, do 
not repay, yet openly walk in their area? They may well give you a beating, to punish 
you for reasons more than money. 
However, on the streets, the sex workers meet symbolic violence everyday. 
This involves the hostile gazes of pedestrians. As I mentioned in chapter two, this 
becomes part of their daily work. Some of them have to take drugs before working in 
order to anaestheticize themselves from the harsh feeling ofbeing gazed at with 
hostility. I have experienced being gazed at like that, and I can imagine how difficult 
it can be to keep one's self-respect if one is gazed upon likethat every day. In other 
words, part of their daily work is to bear the stigma expressed in obvious but 
unspoken discrimination every day, because they stand on the street, and offer their 
bodies for sale, which shows an open disrespect to society. They deserve such 
disrespect, it is thought, because they themselves openly disrespect the motivational 
scheme of society. In other words, because they do not "give face" to normal society, 
they get an "eye-assault" in silence many times every day. Sometimes, I think this 




creates for these women. 
In the above section I have explained some of the daily marginalizations 
experienced by these women. These things make their days hard. Some scholarly 
works argue that sex workers are being suppressed, so sex work has to be stopped. 
Hoigard and Finstad (1986)，for example, argue that sex workers are especially 
alienated since they must separate their bodies from their minds. However, I think 
this literature misses the point that the sufferings are not because the "essence" of 
sex work. Rather, it is the more because of the basic assumptions about women, sex, 
the body and human felicity in the contemporary world, including Hong Kong, 
which gives stigma to women selling their bodies or sexual services to men other 
than husbands or boyfriends. If this is not understood, no one can explain why in 
ancient times in Babylon, prostitutes were holy women; or why in ancient Roman, 
the stigma of prostitutes was defined as women who had sex activities with many 
men without enjoying sex (Schwarz 1959), rather than because they were "selling 
it." 
The sex work provided by these women on the streets must violate some very 
•» 
basic assumptions of "human felicity" considered as unive^al, or else, the stigma 
would not be so heavy, and the punishment would not be so strict. I think this stigma 
is largely because they are considered as a threat to the most important source of 
"happiness" in our normal society, as I will now explain. 
(III) Standardized Happiness 
What is this "most importance source ofhappiness" then? What kind of 
pleasure is generated from it? Whose pleasure? Why does normal society only allow 




normal society: the state, patriarchy and capitalism, that is, the "structural ^ S 
preconditions ofstigma" (Goffman 1963:11). I will look into their power of - ^ M 
construction of our "ideal life," as well as explore how the sex workers failed and : ^ | 
became threats that have to be oppressed for the happiness ofthe majority. : ^ J 
^) Failure at being a Standardized "Good Woman ” :®J 
''^^^''^(Ahl I 了 等> 她 myself, to have to go to bed with so many ^ H 
Ah Lam's words tell us something about "chastity" as an important ideological ^ ^ H 
tool to stigmatize female sex workers and discipline "normal" women. j ^ | | 
. . ' ^ ^ H 
Chastity is more or less equal to a woman's monogamous loyalty. It also means ^ . ^^M 
that a good woman should not express her sexual desire, should not seek sexual ' 9 H 
pleasure, or else she is someone "no good," ifnot a whore, the standard is much more H 
- ^ M 
flexible for men. So women who "consider that every man could be a husband (人盡 ^ | 
可夫)” is very undesirable. However, a point worth noting is that women are far ; ^ H 
more vulnerable than men to this exclusive disciplining power of monogamous lover ' f l B 
relationship. ^ ^ ^ H 
We can see, from the general expectations of wome^ that "prostitutes" are ' " f l j 
committing "crimes of unchastity." In her work, Phetersongave a clear definition of ' ' ^ B 
"unchastity": "indulging in unlawful or immoral sexual intercourse; lacking in purity, 9 | 
virginity, decency (of speech), restraint, and simplicity; defiled (i.e. polluted, J | 
corrupted)." (1996:65) The proj>titute commits illicit sex, since it is out ofmarriage > 9 
or a monogamous love relationship, and she asks for money in return. She sells her fl 
body and hence herself, something not supposed to be sold. Women committing this » 
sin are subjected to punishment ranging from social discrimination to legal W 
prosecution, meaning a fine or loss of freedom for a certain period oftime. M 
2 " I 
Men do not have this "unchastity" problem. Men who do not have chastity will 
not be stigmatized, or at least not so heavily. When a women works as a sex worker, 
people will always remember that "she's a whore." She is stigmatized forever for her 
job identity, once it is discovered. Male clients, on the other hand, will only be 
stigmatized when they are caught doing business with sex workers. They are 
stigmatized temporarily for their isolated behaviour, and the weight of the stigma is 
not so heavy. "She is bad for who she is and he is bad for what he does"(Pheterson 
1996:48). 
B) Failure at being a Proper Self 
"They are selling themselves, because they are selling their bodies.“ 
(a university student^) 
"IfI was sexually aroused by him (a client), I would feel that I am 
selling myself!" (Ah Kwui) 
In our society, when a woman sell her sex or her body, it is usually denoted 
that she "sells herself." Some writers believe this to be "profound sale" of self 
(Pateman 1988:207), although it is true that in a capitalist market, we all sell parts of 
ourselves for a living. "Sex," or the "sexualized body," by this logic, is considered as 
the most profound part of the self. In other words, "sex" or the "sexualized body" is 
,» 
considered as the most private part of ourselves, or the "reM self." 
Therefore, we can see what is the difference of interpretation of "selling 
oneself between the university student and Ah Kwui. The student defined the 
private self as the body, while Ah Kwui defined the private self not with "sex," but 
with the "real" feeling of the body, which is not reachable to clients through the sex 
act alone as we have seen. As I have mentioned in chapter five, many sex workers 
hold similar opinions. 
However, as we can see from the above discussion, if "sex" is only legitimate 
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within love/marriage, it is of course "private." "Therefore sex is assigned a very 
serious meaning of 'getting the body’ with full control over privacy: the sexualized 
body belongs to the domain of the private, and sex is the pathway to penetrate this 
privacy. Obviously, when a body related to sex is only functional and impersonal, the 
body concerned with sex belongs to the domain ofnon-private. This is why many 
sex workers do not think that their clients reach them~~they do not kiss their clients, 
and they require the clients to use condoms. •. .that is，sexual intercourse does not 
necessarily equal intimacy, (men) cannot penetrate into the inner part of the women, 
and cannot 'get the body' and control over it" (Ka,卡 1998:251-252). 
In this light, only sex which is equated with legitimate sex in love 
relationships is private and so "profoundly" equal to the "private/inner" part of a 
person, especially for women. This is because, the presupposed self-construction for 
women is to realize her self through caring for others and "belonging" to a man. The 
love based on this self-construction is profound and prolonged as well as exclusive 
and possessive. This self which is constituted by "women's love" is not independent 
and not complete without a man. This seems to be the case for some of my 
informants, thinking of themselves as lacking something without a 16uh-gung. Ah 
,» 
Hung once pointed out that "doing this job makes it difFiciSt to find a good louh-
gung." Although Ah Hung always emphasized that men are not trustworthy and that 
planning a life with friends was better, some other sex workers thought that her idea 
was strange. 
C) Not Qualified for Eden: Standardized Felicity 
"A husband is the most important thing for a woman, children are just second 
to a husband. “ (Ah Mei) 
"I told my daughter not to have sex with a boy until she is sure that he really 
loves her. "(Ah Lam) 
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As I have discussed in chapter five, the "ideal life" these women hold in their 
minds is more or less the same as that in "normal society." Some of the 
characteristics of the "ideal life" are as follows. There should be a family with an 
able husband as the wage-eamer in the public arena, while the women is supposed to 
take care of domestic matters which are oflower value. The selves of men are 
realized through what they have done to promote themselves and that of women are 
realized through what they have done for others. The marriage should be 
monogamous but this is more applied to women. Sex for women is more about love, 
but this is not necessarily the case for men. The two partners should be co-dependent 
upon each other with the marriage as the most important relationship, which can 
bring one's life felicity. Quite a number of these women aspire to the life of a normal 
nuclear family, but I found that many of them have difficulties in attaining this "ideal 
home," since some elements in their lives are not considered to be elements of a 
happy normal relationship by larger society. 
Actually the assumed ideal arrangement of the nuclear family is not only 
emphasized by them, but also by large parts of society in Hong Kong. I can imagine 
that i fI am still not married when I am thirty years old, my family would be very 
worried about my future as a woman. Ah Mei, one of my ikformants, told me that the 
best future of a woman is having a husband. However, these street sex workers are 
stigmatized as "bad women" and one of the implied meanings is that they are 
undesirable for marriage. Thus, "normal" society has given sex workers a definition 
that implicitly bars them from the assumed happiness of "love" and "family." 
Let me now examine why these women aspire to this prototype of a "normal" 
marriage or nuclear family and how their ways ofliving are considered failures from 
the "normal" perspectives in felicity. 
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I think their "failure" is mainly a result of their professional identity as a -^^m 
M p B 
"prostitute" and all their other deviant living arrangements which violate the rigid ' ^ S ^ I 
Wm 
sets of gender roles defined by capitalist and patriarchal social structure. ' ^ 9 | 
'mm 
When these women talk about their work, they often emphasize the boundaries - f^^m 
that they set between their "selves" and the clients. In chapter four and five, we have - 5 ^ ^ 1 
'^U 
seen that the pattem of these boundaries are designed according to their perceived .W^m 
"normal" sexual relationship, which is with their 16uh-gmig. They often emphasize ^ m ^ U 
that their "real" sexual relationship happens only within the framework of "love," or 3 ^ H 
more precisely, the heterosexual monogamous relationship. - '^^^M 
These women usually define "real" sex as involving love, which means，for ' f f l l H 
them, that orgasms are desired and sexually sensitive parts of their bodies are ' 9 ^ H 
welcome to be stimulated. There are some exceptions; for instance, Ah Mei thought ' ^ ^ ^ m 
she could develop cliental affection with certain clients who had good sexual m^^M • 
techniques. However, for many of these women, "real" sex is strictly distinguished 3 ^ ^ | 
from the "fake" sex with clients. Here I draw this distinction in terms of "love," 9 ^ H 
rather than having a “ 16uh-gmig," since the economic arrangement ofliving in a ' ^ ^ ^ ^ 1 
household sometimes does not coincide with the emotional involvement of love. ; f l ^ H 
When most of these women try to set boundaries wHle having sex with clients, ' ' ^ ^ B 
they may be watching themselves from the viewpoint of a model of a "good woman" f ^ ^ B 
in their hearts. They have to make great effort to maintain this monogamous morality "MW 
. 翻 
by suppressing their possible sexual pleasure with clients, as I have discussed in ' J ^ | 
漏 
chapter four. When most of them find a man that they love, they just think of staying ; ^ ^ | 
in a stable relationship for a long time. However, once engaged in a long term ^ ^ H 
relationship with a man, there are persistent hierarchical relationships, the terms of � ^ | 
which are unalterable, as Pateman (1988) discusses. I would not be so extreme as to ； ^ | 
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think that the terms are unalterable. However, I agree that in the context of a 
patriarchal society, women may, in most circumstances，not be on an equal basis with 
their male partners, economically, socially and ideologically. 
For instance, Ah Pin, although she did not fully love her former 16uh-gung and 
said that he sometimes beat her and coerced her into sexual behavior, said she had a 
sense of "being protected" when sh was with him, and would stay with him if she 
could. Ah Mei with such a strong character still thinks that as a woman, her life 
should be centred on a husband. Ah Fun was engaged in much emotional labour to 
reassure her former 16uh-gmig, when he was troubled by the gossip about Ah Fun 
and the clients ofhis massage parlour. Ah King, who emphasized her "conservative 
attitude" towards family values, said she wouldjust close her eyes and pretend not to 
know ifher 16uh-gmig had sex with other women. 
From these examples, we can see that the unequal structure has been built into 
the personal feelings of the women. These examples illustrate the patriarchal 
definition of a woman as someone docile and fragile and needing protection, and a 
caretaker. Women are primarily trained to view themselves "in terms of familial 
relationships, especially as wives and mothers, rather than workers" (Bonvillain 
•» 
1995:170). They are responsible for "the 'human values' which the family was 
thought to preserve: love, personal happiness, domestic felicity." (Zaretsky 1976:64). 
Men, on the other hand, are constructed to be the protectors of women, which may 
also prove their "manliness." Men are "bound to their work and often endure difficult 
conditions out of fear of losing theirjobs and falling short of society's and their own 
expectations. Although women's secondary status presumably raises men's self-
i 
esteem, it also results in women's dependence on men and men's dependence on their 
jobs. Capitalist relations, then, subordinate men to their employers just as patriarchal 
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: ^ ^ 1 
- '^m 
' " ^ ^ ^ H 
'^^^m 
constructs subordinate women to men. “ (Bonvillain 1995:171) < ^ ^ ^ p 
As Bonvillain says, other than love and emotion, the unequal gender , ^ ^ ^ ^ | 
a H 
relationship within the households of these sex workers and their 16uh-g^mg is also ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
shown in terms of economic condition and social status. These inequalities are to a ^^g^^m 
large extent given consent by both women and men, given their assigned gender i . ^ ^ ^ H 
roles. ' ^ ^ ^ H 
:^H 
Ah King was very conscious that she had found a good 16uh-gung. She thought - | ^ ^ ^ H 
- f l H 
that he had an upward path in his career, and would eventually go back to "decent ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ m 
business" with her. As I have mentioned in chapter five, in the earlier years when her ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
16uh-gmig was not that successful in the triads, Ah King was the breadwinner. Then - ^ ^ ^ H 
when his career was going up in the triads, he could eam money, and he stopped Ah - ' ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
King from working in the sex business. Ah King was very proud when she told me < - ^ ^ ^ ^ | 
: i H 
that she did not have to work for two years, since "my 16uh-g^mg earned all the ' ^ ^ ^ ^ 1 
money." This taking tums in being the wage-eamer at home was being practised by ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ B 
some other women with louh-guQg. Only Ah Mei did not seem concerned about ' ^ 9 ^ ^ g 
"keeping a 16uh-gmig." However, why should a women be worried about "keeping a - f « ^ ^ | 
man," or thinking that the man is "useless" or "lazy" although they love him? What is <^^^^ | 
mm 
wrong with taking tums to be the wage-eamer? I think this^exactly resembles the ' ^ ^ H 
practice in "normal" society where men primarily dominate the "public" domain and ^ ^ H 
women the "private" domain. fl^p m 
The pressure of the prototype of the nuclear family is there in other aspects of '^^M 
these women's lives as weU. Ah Yuk once told me she did not have a good life when : f l H 
'^^^mi^V 
she was young since she was brought up in a single-parent family. When she :,^H 
rethought her story, she considered this as one of the reasons why she learned to be ' ^ 9 1 220 ,纏(l Sv' ,• J^ ^^^m 
"bad." Ah Yuk is now bringing up a son on her own. I am not sure if she transferred 
the hardship that she is now experiencing to her own history of growing up. Other 
women who are now bringing up children on their own (sometimes with their 
mothers), felt the pressure ofbeing a single mother. Ah Yuk tried to create another 
nuclear family after her husband died. However, that man later beat her son, so she 
and her son decided to live without a man in the family. Ah Yuk would rather come 
to the street to become a sex worker again to eam the living. This living arrangement 
which sounds to me like a striving for autonomy, however, is considered as a deviant 
from a "normal" perspective. 
Another deviant living arrangement I know of these women is co-habitating 
with a man who is neither their lover nor their 16uh-gmig. The most important 
rationale behind this is co-operation. For instance, Ah Pin and her fictive brother, Ah ‘ 
Lo, live together in Ah Lo's unit in a public housing estate. They always emphasize 
that they are just "brother and sister," and they are sleeping in two separate rooms. 
Ah Pin provides him with drug money and Ah Lo does not collect any rent from her. 
Moreover, they help each other with daily needs. However, this is considered strange 
by many people. Ah Lo had lived in that place for more than twenty years and his 
,» 
neighbours are gossiping about his relationship with Ah Pm, while most of Ah Pin's 
fellow sex workers on the street find it difficult to believe that they are not lovers. 
Both Ah Pin and Ah Lo said that was why they always had to make so much effort to 
explain to others about how they "co-habitate." 
These sex workers, who violate the principle ofthe ideal heterosexual 
monogamous marriage and nuclear family, are at the same time excluded by this 
prototype of "ideal life" whose criteria these women cannot fulfill, both in 
ideological and material terms. Even if they find a living arrangement which is 
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suitable for themselves, they still feel somehow inferior, in that they are not able to 
live out society's normal "ideal." 
D) Failure at "Upward Mobility “ 
"Even i f I have cleared up all my loans, I will continue to work in this 
profession, since I am used to this way ofliving. � (Ah Mei) 
"It's very easy to learn to be bad ifyou lived in a public housing 
area. “ (Ah Pin) 
"Oh, it's a way of finding quick money. "' (Ah King) 
From many of my informants' description, one can find that most of them 
stopped schooling in secondary one or two. Most of them were in their teenage years 
"out to have fun." This is how many of them started to sell sex at a young age. This 
way of earning money was just as Ah King and many others described: "to find 
quick money." Money comes and goes, especially for those who have taken on a 
drug habit. 
Most of the time when we talk about the "whore stigma," we talk about gender. 
However, emphasizing only gender actually obscures the fact that the most important 
precondition for many womenjoining the stigmatized sex industry, which is poverty. 
I think the stigma is also strongly related to these women's class and the capitalist 
bias in terms of "upward mobility." These sex workers, in Goffman's words, failed to 
V 
"use available opportunity for advancement in the various approved runways of 
society; they show open disrespect for their betters; they lack piety; they represent 
failures in the motivational schemes of society"(1963:171). 
These women's ways of eaming money and their purpose of earning money 
are sure to be damned by the mainstream society, as showing laziness and not 
working one's way up, eaming money in a easy way without paying much effort 
(which only means to study in school and work hard for teenagers in Hong Kong). 
School is the most important socially approved "opportunity for advancement" 
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in Hong Kong. Yet, most of my informants left school to have fun when they were 
young. In school, these girls seemed to possess characters that could not deal with 
the standard educational ideal in Hong Kong. These girls who dropped out from 
school for fun were considered as lazy and stupid students, who did not think about 
their own future and did not consider their parents' feelings. Beyond this, they were 
not given many chances other than schooling to attain a better living standard in 
larger society. Ah Fun once said that she had repeated her secondary two year three 
times and felt very bad when the school did not issue her a graduate certificate. 
Although she was already working in the "fish-ball stall" while going to school, she 
still attached enough importance to studying to be willing to repeat a year three times. 
However, things in school seemed hopeless and she finally decided to give up. 
On the other hand, "home" was also not an ideal place for these unsettled souls 
to grow up. Most of them started to wander around the streets in the 1970s, when 
they moved to public housing area. The colonial government did not plan to provide 
housing until the Shek Kip Mei fire in the 1950s. Public housing policies were 
implemented in the 1960s and 1970s when public housing estates were built and 
rebuilt. This was actually a period of collective migration the working class people 
會» 
into the organized areas of the state provided public housmg. The facilities in these 
estates were not good, and the areas were often too small, privacy (as an important 
part of construction of subjectivity) was not a consideration while building these 
houses (Cheung and Ma 1998). 
In the cases of most of my informants, the home was not a place where the self 
could be situated in, and schools, the institution that all young people were supposed 
to situate themselves in, were frustrating them. They sought other ways out. Many of 




and sports ground built with these estates) and their senses of identity were built on '>Uw 
:M 
the streets, in the public area with friends who expenenced the same suffering of ,^)^| 
being rejected by schools. These public areas are also where gangsters try to befriend ; ' ' 9 H 
new members. I do not intend to say that all working class girls who do not do well ' ^ H 
in schools become prostitutes. However, the educanion system and the housing i ^ B 
environment in Hong Kong do provide the background for those with the rebellious - i j l 
霸 
character to begin living in youth gangs. ,_^^H 
Being in youth gangs, these women found that working in the sex business ^.^^H 
was the best way to eam money. Sex work in the form ofhighest self-control (street ^ 9 | H 
sex workers) was not considered by these women when they were young. One S | ^ H 
^ ^ ^ 1 
reason was that street sex work was too harsh and was considered ajob for old and I ^ ^ H 
non-attractive women. Another reason was that these were young girls who wanted ^ ^ | 
to have fun and enjoy life (Ah Fun: "Oh, sometimes working in the nightclub was ' " ^ ^ | 
just like having fun"). Then the institution that usually absorbed the energy of out-of- 4 ^ | 
school teenagers, triads, entered the world these women worked in, through their ^^^^H 
钃 
control of the marginal business of sexual services. Drugs also came into play, when > ^^^M 
life suddenly went the other way from what it was supposed to be, and existence . l ^ ^ H • 
seemed so difficult to grasp. 、； S H 
These women knew that if they worked in tbe factories, the work would be ^ | H 
hard, working conditions were bad, and it would b^ boring. Ah Pin once worked in ^^^m m 
factories like her mother and sister. She wanted to eam money as quickly as possible, ^ H 
for there were family quarrel every day over money. However, she soon found out ' 3 | 
that she was not going to eam enough through factory work (though in the 1970s， *^H 
遷 
women workers' status was once quite high, the \^¾rking class remained the working -^S class), and began ex work instead. 麗I 2 2 4 為 y j.—丄 i+-
• 
In an anti-prostitution campaign in Taiwan, a middle-class participant once 
said something highly revealing: "If we do not fight against these prostitutes who 
sell themselves to exchange for high income, how are we going to face those women 
workers who suffer working in the factories all day, and end up earning much less 
than the prostitutes do?" (Solidarity Front ofWomen Workers and Pink Collar 
Alliance,女工團結生產線、粉領聯盟 1998:174) This statement is clearly depicts 
the middle-class attitude and I think many people, including the women workers in 
factories, will agree. 
In other words, the sex workers failed to conform to the basic education values 
in school, they failed to work in "decent" business after dropping out from school, 
they failed in preserving "chastity," they fail to conceal their "dirty" work when they 
work on the streets. Their lives may be seen as a total rejection of the upward 
mobility game and this is one of the reasons, I suggest, why they are not supposed to 
be able to live happily. 
E) Learning to be Mainstream, Living towards the Margin 
Except Ah Lam and Ah Mei, all of my informants did not have long years 
within "normal" society and did not understand the rules of "normal" society when 
产 
they were younger. They experienced the life of youth gan|s in their teenage years. 
Their descriptions ofthose years are usually: "I was young and ignorant." or "I just 
wanted to have fun." 
At that time, going to "have fim" was a happy path. It was happy because there 
were friends, because they felt they could chose their own ways ofliving, because 
they could resist being bored in school. At that time，their minds were as 
marginalized and deviant as their ways ofliving, if compared with "normal" society. 
However, in our society, there is not much choice for teenagers who refuse to 
225 
study in school or do boring jobs each day. Usually they hang out on the streets and 
easily became gang members. Later, if they are girls, they mayjoin the sex business. 
At the time they joined the business, they might have felt that it was a natural 
and normal choice. As they stayed in the business for longer and had more 
boyfriends, however, they became "less ignorant," and they knew more about the 
rules ofnormal society. My informants are all middle-aged women from their mid-
thirties to their early forties. They are old enough to know what kind oflife bears 
less pressure. As they met more and more economic or psychological difficulties in 
life with thisjob identity, their self-confidence concerning their ability to follow 
"other ways of living" was under continuous and serious attack. I think this is one of 
the reasons why they aspire to a "normal life" so much. 
After so many years of "underground" life, which is actually a long and 
concrete process of marginalization, it is hard for them to change their way ofliving. 
Moreover, for most of them, their age and drug habits leave them only the streets for 
sex work, which is considered as the most unacceptable form of sex work. However 
now, unlike their youth, their own ideological states have now become quite 
mainstream, so the feeling ofbeing marginalized may be even stronger than when 
•‘ 
they were young. '^  
Therefore, leaming, believing in and working hard to attain to all the 
mainstream standards that they have failed to meet, does not help these women 
better their feelings about themselves, but marginalizes them to an even larger 
extent. 
However, one interesting example exists of a life story which reverses this. Ah 
Mei, among all my major informants, is the one who holds the most positive attitude. 
She is the only one who willingly admitted that she sometimes has sexual pleasure 
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with clients when she first talked to me. She is the only one who is able to invent 
professional terms (cliental affection) concerning the sex work she is doing. 
However, she had been a housewife for a number of years before she entered the sex 
business and its "abnormal" life. She has also willingly worked in factories and went 
to night school before shejoined the sex industry in nightclubs. The reason behind 
her positive attitude, I suppose, is partly her strong character and partly her 
recognition ofthe problems ofnormal" life. She complained about her ex-husband 
as a very selfish man, who treated her like a servant, and that she suffered low status 
at home under her patriarchal husband, even when she was a "normal" housewife of 
a kind a number of sex workers may feel envious towards. Later, when her present 
16uh-gmig was addicted to heroin, she was very angry and told him to choose 
between her and heroin. I think this shows her recognition of sustaining her own 
principles and dignity. 
(IV) Other Possibilities? — Towards a Broader Meaning of "Happiness" 
Up to now in this chapter, I have talked about the structural preconditions of 
the whore stigma and the practical living difficulties of these women. I have also 
tried to sketch out how my informants are excluded from living a "happy life" by 
•» 
"normal" standards. Through these descriptions, I have t r i^ to explain how our 
"happiness" or "normal/proper way of living" is not a "free choice" but is 
overdetermined by many layers of ideological hierarchy. 
On the other hand, however as I have mentioned throughout my thesis, my 
informants, as the final agents for their own fate, try to negotiate within the 
conditions they live within, and try to rearrange their ways ofliving. Although many 
ofthem try to channel these rearrangements to fit mainstream discourses, these were 
at least trials for making a better life for themselves, as described by "normal" 
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^ H 
society. i M ^ ^ m 
In the following concluding pages, through the experiences of my informants, , ^ ^ ^ H 
I shall sum up my arguments and also try to see if there can be wider possibilities of ; ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
"happiness." " | ^ ^ | 
m 
Many people have argued that sex work is inhuman work, that it sells the pride ‘ ^ ^ ^ | 
ofwomen. However, from field data, I found that most of the hardships these women . » ^ ^ ^ 1 
face in work, whether it is the hardship of encountering themselves or of L ^ B ^ M 
'^'^^m 
encountering hostile society, originate from these women's basic assumption ; ^ 9 ^ ^ | 
concerning a "proper" gender nature and also the bad working environment (bad 'W|^^m 
clients, police, triads, robberies, discriminative attitudes towards them) resulting - ' - ^ ^ H 
from society's discrimination. 3 ^ ^ | 
Sex, for a woman, at least until recently, was considered to be legitimate only " ' ^ ^ ^ | 
within marriage for reproduction. It was a wife's responsibility to have sex with the . ^ ^ H 
husband and produce an heir for the patrilineal family. Nowadays, with the ' ' S ^ | 
development oftechnology, sex and reproduction are technically separable, if ^ ^ H 
ideological elements are not brought up. However, in Hong Kong，the heterosexual ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
^m^^M 
monogamous nuclear femily seems to dominate the legitimacy of sexual behaviour; T W ^ | 
second to that is sex xvitiun a heterosexual monogamous love relationship. As I have ) ^ ^ | 
-，^^ ^^ l 
discussed above, this ideal form of living arrangement in terms of human happiness - ^ ^ | 
is not a natural and universal way of living, but is a cultural and historical product of ' ^ 9 ^ | 
Hong Kong，with aU &e patriarchal political, cultural, economical and ideological ' ^ ^ | 
preconditions. ^ ^ J 
At the personal level，the ideal ofhuman felicity is embedded with patriarchal \ ^ H 
^^ ~\^ l^ 
ideological mindsets. These mindsets also assign different images of the self to ^¾¾ • 
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women and men. Women's individual boundary of selves or individual space is not 
respected in this patriarchal logic. Women's "selves，" as I have discussed earlier, 
have to be realized through a "family" (the inner/domestic arena), we are 
"incomplete" withjust ourselves. This is why some of the sex workers are feeling 
uneasy without a 16uh-g^mg (Ah Mei: "The husband is the most important thing for a 
woman"). Men, in opposite, are taught to consider their selves as their individual 
selves. They are complete within themselves. The are taught not to be "emotional" 
and that they do not "need" other people to sustain themselves. Their selves should 
be realized through "work" (the outer/public arena which is assigned senses of 
importance) to support a family while domestic work done by women is not 
considered as "work" or "supporting the family." Men's boundary of the self is 
allowed much more freedom and independence than that generally assigned to 
women. 
These constructions of the self for women and men are often extended into our 
sexualities. Concerning sex, males are believed to have some uncontrollable sex 
drive and have to confirm their "selves" (which is their "manliness") with their 
sexual ability, while women's sex drive should be passive, implying a caretaker role 
^ 
‘ 
to please her lover or husband. Men are less vulnerable tofhe disciplinary power of 
monogamous love relationships, partly because of the unequal rights assigned to 
them, partly also because they are less required to be dependent within one 
relationship. 
Aside from the gendered personal temperament training which the capitalist 
environment in Hong Kong helps locate the patriarchal ideal ofhuman felicity in the 
small, centrifugal nuclear family, embedded with romantic heterosexual 
monogamous love relationship enacting the gender performance stated above. The 
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government's housing and land policies with the blooming property market in the 
1980s and early 1990s, have largely shaped family felicity within a nuclear family 
since most housing units are small due to the high land price. "By looking at Hong 
Kong society, it is true to say that the government has been controlling individual's 
choice by using the housing policy tojustify the "evolutionary" process oflifestyles 
changing from big to small, communal to independent, and public to private" 
(Cheung and Ma 1998). 
The particular development of patriarchy and capitalism in Hong Kong has 
been continuously creating the meanings of its ideal family, according to the benefits 
ofprivileged groups, as well as the meanings of the ideal's counterparts, one of 
which is sex work. Standards of "human felicity" are set up with sets of gendered 
temperament knitted into the heterosexual monogamous marriage in its ideal form of 
living arrangement ofanuclear family. On the other hand, this ideal defines how 
those who fail to meet these standards will be punished in both economic and 
ideological terms. In this sense, although the meanings of sex work and the ideal 
nuclear family are thought to be contradictory, they arejust two sides ofthe same 
coin, which punishes the bad women (sex workers) and disciplines the good women 
(wives). \' 
Feminists have argued that sex is one kind of domestic work in a patriarchal 
marriage. Many people argue against these kinds of ideas, believing that when 
something is done for "love," it cannot be understood as "work." However, I think 
this counter argument has two defects. First, the logic behind this seems to mean that 
"work" is something done essentially without love. It implies that working with 
passion and love is impossible. Second, even if domestic work is done for love, it 
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• 1 "/,v^S^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^B 
4 1 ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
can be an exchange: the important difference is，as Ah Lam once said, what is S ^ ^ H 
“^^^^^^^^1 
"exchanged for." The counter argument ignores the reality of sexual activities ^ ^ 9 ^ ^ H 
% ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
4 !^^ ^^^^^^^^H 
without mutual pleasure (or with the male having more pleasure) as happens so " ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
I ^ '«^ f9H^ ^^ ^^ ^^ ^^ H^ 
frequently within love relationships given the patriarchal structures of society. In ' S ^ ^ H 
" ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
these cases, sex for women is the "domestic work" of a love with an unequal basis ^ m ^ ^ m 
^ ^ H 
for women and men. As Ka (卡）points out, sex provided for men within mamage ' ^ ^ ^ ^ 
^"^^^m 
can be just another form of unpaid domestic labour, where nature as "work" is fl^^^B 
v^ *^ ^^ ^^ ^^ ^^ H 
denied and obscured within the patriarchal culture (1998:257-259). From this angle, ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
* ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 1 �i^w|H^^^^^^^| 
sex work is a kind of commodification of domestic work, which is usually not ' ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
considered as "work." ^ : ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ | 
In the process of commodification in Hong Kong, domestic labour has ' 4 ^ ^ ^ | 
obviously been commodified. The most obvious example in Hong Kong is the issue ; ^ ^ ^ H 
of Filipino maids employed by a lot of middle-class families. The maids' sexuality is ' W ^ ^ M 
often imagined together with their image of a housework doer and they are , ; ^ ^ ^ H 
considered a threat to the value of the nuclear family. They symbolize the m j ^ ^ m 
commodification ofhousework, and hence the "threat" of replacement ofthe status ^ i ^ ^ H 
ofthe "mother" or the "wife" in the family, since their existence breaks the "natural" ' " ^ ^ ^ | 
connection ofthe "wife" and "housework" which is still d^ply inscribed in our ^ ^ ^ H 
culture (Constable, 1997). However, the breaking of the "natural" connection W ^ M 
between "housework" and the "wife," can potentially free the housewives from the . ^ ^ H 
fate of having to imagine their "selves" as completed only as a caretaker within the : W ^ m 
family as discussed above. Rather, the housewives may have the chance of fUlfilling - ^ ^ M 
themselves in arenas of work or other social activities. In this light, what will be the . ^ ^ H 
meaning of "sex work" if it is understood in the framework of "commodification of ^ ^ ^ H 
domestic work"? ' . ^ ^ H 
m 
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Sexuality ofwomen, as discussed above, is supposed to be passive, not r , M ^ ^ M 
expressed, and is a matter of taking care of the man a woman "belongs" to within a > ^ ^ ^ H 
heterosexual monogamous love relationship or marriage. This is where the stigma of : ^ ^ ^ | 
:、^H 
sex work mainly comes from: a woman asking for payment for her sexual service ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
must be considered intolerable and dirty in a patriarchal society. Ifthe existence of ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ m 
sex work is generally accepted, it may also means the breaking of that "natural" j | ^ ^ B 
connection among the patriarchally defined "intimacy" of "love", "sex", "marriage” ' ^ ^ ^ H 
and "family," and may open up possibilities of discussion and reflexivity for both ; , 3 ^ ^ H 
genders. As Giddens says，the modem form of "intimacy" of love and sexuality has , ^ | ^ | 
,^ ^^ ^^ ^^ ^^ K^ 
to be reviewed and transformed in a way with more "association with self-identity ^ ^ ^ H 
and personal autonomy" for both genders, in order to attain the "wholesale ~ ' ^ ^ ^ | 
democratising ofthe interpersonal domain, in a manner fully compatible with | S ^ ^ | 
democracy in the public sphere" (1992:1-3，61-64). ' ' ^ ^ H 
Of course, it would be naive to believe that commodification of sex work as * ^ ^ ^ ^ B 
: ^ B 
domestic work alone can attain the above stated ideal of gender equality. The "whore ^ ^ ^ H 
stigma," as well as its counterpart of a happy and ideal family life, is both ^ ^ ^ H 
overdetermined by many layers of ideological and material hierarchy, as stated in fl^^p 
this thesis. Therefore, the meaning of the "whore stigma" should be understood and ^ ^ ^ m 
reviewed within the context of the patriarchal and capitalist society in contemporary ' ^ ^ ^ H 
Hong Kong. '^^^^H 
This context, I suggest, is what Gof&nan defines as "the structural '-^K^M 
' W ^ | 
preconditions of stigma" which use stigmas of different forms as means of formal " ' ^ ^ ^ ^ 
social control (1963:11,163-165). He also points out that the normal and the ^ ^ ^ H 
stigmatized are "not persons but perspectives" (1963:163-164). In the light of ' ^ ^ ^ | 
Gof&nan, I suggest, since the meanings of sex and sex work are not fixed in terms of ' - ^ ^ | 
嚷 232 ' ' ^9H ¾¾ 
‘ w m ^ ^ m 
m ^ M 
-•• 4^^^^^^^^B 
“W^m 
power positions, is it possible that we shift our perspective beyond the formal social . ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
-^^^^^^^^^B 
control in the form ofthe "whore stigma" (and its counterpart of the "ideal nuclear . | ^ ^ ^ ^ | 
family), in order to generate new meanings, emphasizing equality, to both sex and ' l m ^ ^ ^ U 
sex work, while acknowledging the existence of various structural preconditions of ' ; ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
sex work? - ^ H ^ ^ ^ ^ I 
^^ i^H^^^^^^^ I^ 
The "nuclear family as an important source ofhuman happiness," with all its ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
meanings in terms of sex roles, sexual orientations and power distribution, is not the > ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
"essence" for human beings across space and time，butjust a historical product. It i s ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ | 
not the "basic need," nor the "only space where need oflove can be fulfilled," nor ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
^ ^ ^ H 
the "only way ofarrangement oflife and love." Rather, as Lowe pointed out，"family ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 
is one type ofhousehold, and the nuclear family is one type ofhousehold, and the ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
nuclear family is one of a variety of families. The politics of The Family； on the " ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ | 
:^^^^^^^^^1 
other hand, displace changing households and varieties of families with the / ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
imaginary of a heterosexually married, two-parent family as the norm, thus ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 
^^^^^^^^^B 
marginalizing all other families and households." (1995:93) “ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 
What I have argued along this thesis is that, the stigmatization and daily ^ 4 ^ ^ ^ ^ 1 
hardship ofsex workers originate from the basic assumptic^s of sex roles ofthe o n l y ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ | 
general ways to attain happiness. These "basic assumptions" and "images" are not ^ ' ^ R ^ ^ ^ H 
• . ''^^^^^^1 
human essences, but a contextual product of major social forces (the state, capitalism ; ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
and patriarchy). These major social forces actually contain many elements of ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
inequality and oppression, through constructing different understanding of "selves" " ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
V ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ l 
among genders and classes. ' ' ^ ^ S ^ ^ ^ ^ | 
'•^m^^^^M 
Ifwe can accept all these as intellectual ideas, is it possible that we can accept . - J ^ ^ ^ ^ g 
that people different from "normal" society - the street sex workers ~ are not ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ H 
' ^ 9 ^ ^ ^ l 
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"incomplete" beings and have rights to happiness, just as others do? Can we accept " ^ S 
that there are many kinds of arrangements of life, sex and love relationship that can ; ^ ^ H 
be as "good" as the arrangement of the nuclear family? Can we accept that sex，ifwe ^ m M 
are to be freed from patriarchal logic, can be "a terrain of struggle, not a fixed field S H 
of gender and power positions"(Chapkis 1997:26)? Can we accept, if not to ^ H 
understand, the diversities of sexualities? Can we accept that my informants, the sex . ^ H 
workers who are expelled by the "normal" society, have the right to choose their own : ' ® H 
jobs as sex workers, and as well the right to deserve better working conditions just - | M g 
like people in other profession do? ^ ^ H 
All these remain open questions. ' C ^ M 
� ^ B 
i 
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‘This is a sentence I heard in a class about gender. ' ' ^ ^ M 
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